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Introduction
The wisest investment Arkansas can make in its people is to provide quality pre-K. Arkansas is a poor state 
where almost one-third of our children live in poverty and more than 60 percent are eligible for free and reduced 
lunches.[1] Failing to ensure that these children are ready to learn when they start school greatly increases the risk 
of failing in school or not finishing school at all. If we don’t insure that these children are academically successful, 
we will have lost almost two-thirds of our future work force. Arkansas can’t afford to do that. We already have 
examples of losing out on economic opportunities due to the poor quality of our work force. Other states are 
moving forward with pre-K investments. Oklahoma is making tremendous progress, as are Georgia and Ala-
bama. Doing nothing when others are going all-in is setting Arkansas on a path to further economic loss.

The early childhood period (birth to age 5) is a time of rapid brain development.[2] Researchers estimate that 80 
percent of brain development occurs before children enter kindergarten. Early experiences are the foundation on 
which all later learning is built. Investing at this early point provides the most efficient and effective intervention 
to ensure later success in school. Pre-K not only provides for early learning, but also helps children develop the 
social skills they need to be successful in the classroom. It is the entry point for early treatment of developmental 
delays, treatment that can be less expensive and more successful than remedial efforts down the road.

Several studies have reported on the return on investment for pre-K. James Heckman, a Nobel Prize-winning 
economist from the University of Chicago, has led a consortium of economists, psychologists, statisticians, and 
neuroscientists whose research shows that early childhood development directly influences economic, health, 
and social outcomes for individuals and society.  Heckman’s analysis of the Perry Preschool program shows a 7 to 
10 percent (per year) return on investment based on increased school and career achievement as well as reduced 
costs in remedial education, health, and criminal justice expenditures. Other studies such as the National Insti-
tute for Early Education Research (NIEER) and the Federal Reserve Bank support these findings. In a poor state 
with a largely under-educated workforce, it just makes sense to invest early in our children.
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SECTION 1. CHILDREN SERVED & UNMET NEEDS

The first step in determining how to move forward in early childhood education is to assess where we are.  What 
programs are in place now? How many children are they serving? Finally, what barriers and gaps are we facing?
Arkansas has two main types of early childhood programs:

• all licensed care programs meeting minimum state standards, and
• quality care programs that meet additional requirements concerning staff qualifications, teacher to child 

ratios, and educational curriculum.  
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** Arkansas Better Beginnings Level 3 does not meet the standards of the highest quality programs in other states.

This report focuses on quality care programs: Arkansas Better Chance (ABC), Head Start (HS), and Level 3 of the 
Better Beginnings (BB) program. It should be noted that Level 3 in Arkansas does not meet the standards of the 
highest quality programs in other states.

Arkansas Better Chance is the state-funded program of quality pre-K. To be eligible for participation in ABC, 
family income must be at or below 200 percent of the federal poverty level.[3] A small portion of the program’s 
funding provides access for children meeting other eligibility criteria. The program includes some funding for 
home visiting services that serve younger children but the focus is on 3- and 4-year olds. That is the age group 
discussed in this section.



5

The Arkansas Better Chance program was created as Arkansas’s own effort to address the need for early child-
hood education in the state. The program is composed of center-based, family-home-based, and two home visit-
ing programs, HIPPY and Parents as Teachers. 

In 1991, the original program was created at a funding level of $10 million. In 2003, the Arkansas legislature 
passed Act 49, which significantly expanded funding for the state’s pre-Kindergarten program. This funding has 
increased from $13 million in 2004 to $111 million in 2008 as a five year funding plan that was phased in over 3 
legislative sessions. Under the umbrella of Arkansas Better Chance, the original program with its eligibility crite-
ria and original funding still exists alongside the much expanded program.

Head Start is the federally funded quality pre-K program. Three- and 4-year old children who are from families 
with incomes below the federal poverty guidelines are eligible for Head Start services. Children from homeless 
families and families receiving public assistance such as TANF or SSI are also eligible. Foster children are eligible 
regardless of their foster family’s income.[4] Children younger than age 3 may also be served in a separate pro-
gram known as Early Head Start.

Better Beginnings is a rating system for all child care programs. The funding for Better Beginnings programs 
can be public or private. All providers are encouraged to participate in the quality rating system and parents are 
urged to use the system to find quality care for their children. 

On July 1, 2014, all programs that take child-care vouchers were required to participate in the Better Beginnings 
rating system. Centers and family homes serving 3- and 4-year olds are included below. It should be noted that, 
the Arkansas Better Beginnings highest level or level 3 is not comparable to quality programs in other states. 
There are plans to add two higher levels that have not been implemented due to the lack of funding.

The charts on the following pages show, by area, the number of 3- and 4- year old children eligible (broken down 
by PUMA or census area[5]) for each of these programs and the number of children enrolled in those areas. A 
little more than 56 percent of Arkansas 3- and 4-year olds from low-income families have access to a high-qual-
ity (including children funded through vouchers from Level 3 Better Beginnings) early childhood education 
program. It’s easy to see in the last column of the following chart that some areas of the state have better coverage 
than others. 

Of the eighteen census areas, counties in north central Arkansas and southeast Arkansas (highlighted in green) 
have met much of the need. Other areas of the state have had much less access (highlighted in orange.) Some of 
our most populous areas including Benton, Washington, Faulkner, Lonoke, and Saline Counties, have the most 
unmet need for quality early childhood programs for 3- and 4-year-olds.

In these populous areas, and in some other locations throughout the state, school districts are also meeting some 
of the need for pre-K programs. According to adequacy survey data, school districts serve 3,604 three year olds 
and 11,901 four year olds. However, some of the ABC slots listed below are for children in school-based pro-
grams. 

Other children in school-based programs may be funded with federally funded vouchers and with K-12 fund-
ing programs such as Title I and NSLA, or school poverty funding (named after the National School Lunch Act) 
program. NSLA is the part of the state education funding package aimed at low-income students, based on the 
number of students in a certain district that are eligible for free and reduced price lunches.  Only 57 school dis-
tricts are using NSLA funds for pre-K programs. The percentage of NSLA funds used is 3.4 percent.[6] Sorting out 
the students in these programs by funding source is not available at this time.
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Figure 2.

Southeast Arkansas is the following counties: Desha, Lincoln, Cleveland, Bradley, Drew, Ashely, and Chicot.
South Central Arkansas is the following counties: Dallas, Calhoun, Ouachita, Union, and Columbia.
Southwest Arkansas is the following counties: Pike, Hempstead, Nevada, Little River, Miller, and Lafayette.
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   0%	
   4	
   0.2	
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Arkansas	
  	
  Counties	
   2628	
   68	
   10	
   0%	
   20	
   1%	
   6	
   0.2	
   1.4	
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Access to quality care for infants and toddlers is bleak by comparison. Only Crittenden and Mississippi counties 
(highlighted in green) have more than 10 percent of their need met with quality early childhood programs. South 
Central Arkansas is not far behind with 9.5 percent of its need met. Several areas of the state including Benton, 
Faulkner, Lonoke, Saline counties along with southeast and southwest Arkansas, highlighted in orange, have less 
than one percent of their need met. 
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Barriers to expanding access to quality pre-K programs include facilities and transportation. Facilities costs will 
be discussed in detail in the next section but existing facilities space available for pre-K programs is also an issue.  
One solution for rural areas with declining enrollment is the local school district. Some of these districts have 
empty classrooms that can be converted for pre-K use. In a survey from the spring of 2014 by the Arkansas Rural 
Ed Association, 33 mostly rural school districts reported on the availability of space for pre-K programs. All 
indicated their awareness of unserved pre-K children that could use programs, if the school was able to sponsor 
a program. Twenty-eight of the districts indicated that they have classroom space available, sometimes multiple 
classrooms. Several also indicated that the space would need to be remodeled before it was suitable for pre-K 
programs.

A separate survey of school districts in conjunction with the adequacy survey yielded these results. Fifty-six of 
the 239 districts in the 2013-14 school year indicated they did not have any pre-K classrooms. Other responses 
are indicated below:

Figure 4.

The survey data also indicated that 32 districts have at 
least one or more classrooms for 3-year olds. By far, most 
school-based pre-K programs serve 4-year olds with 63 
districts indicating they had one or more classrooms for 
these students. NACCRAware[7] surveyed Arkansas child 
care providers. Of those who responded to the question, 82 
percent say they do not transport children. There are anec-
dotal reports that when center or school-based providers 
have closed and relocated in neighboring communities, 
parents are no longer able to transport their children to the 

new location. A recent example of this is the closure of the Stephens school district. The district had a pre-K pro-
gram. However, when the district was split up those pre-K slots were transferred to Camden. Therefore, parents 
in Stephens no longer had access to affordable and quality pre-K.

SECTION 2. COST MODELS

Public Financing for Early Learning
For the past seven years, Arkansas Early Childhood Education has struggled with budget cuts. First, the ABC 
program has not had a cost-of-living increase in seven years. This has crippled the ability of providers to deal 
with cost increases for salaries, food, rent, and utilities. Some centers are closing. Second, the federally-funded 
Head Start program experienced cuts due to sequestration at the federal level resulting in fewer children served 
and the closing of some centers. Restoration of the lost Head Start funding was approved late in 2013.  However, 
no relief for the ABC program is in sight.

According to Bureau of Legislative Research adequacy reports, K–12 education has received annual increases 
in all adequacy designated programs with few exceptions.[8] For the years 2008 through 2015 those increases 
totaled 13.84 percent.  But our pre-K children have had nothing. Access is limited to any program but access to 
high-quality programs varies based on a child’s zip code. There are no providers in reach for many of the state’s 
rural parents and programs in more urban areas do not have the capacity to serve all the needs in the high-
er-populated areas of the state. In too many cases the children in programs serving 3- and 4-year-olds are not in 
high-quality programs.

Some key state policy recommendations from the National Institute for Early Education Research NIEER are:
• Develop new and more reliable funding streams for early learning programs that increase the total amount 
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of public funding available and, at the very least, produce full coverage of disadvantaged children.
• Tie federal and state subsidies for child care to quality, perhaps using tiered payments linked to state Quality 

Rating Systems.
• Replace tax credits with more direct subsidies or pay them in tiers linked to program quality.
• Measure the effectiveness of preschool special education spending, subjecting it to cost-effectiveness analysis. 

Funding for preschool special education is substantial, but the needs are also great, and additional effort to 
ensure effective use could have a high return.

• Increase the use of federal Title I funds for quality pre-K programs by requiring school districts to spend 
these funds on programs demonstrated to be effective.

• States that do not fund early education through their school funding formulas should work toward that goal 
or develop other dedicated funding mechanisms that are more stable than annual discretionary appropri-
ations from general revenue.[9]

In addition to increasing the use of federal Title I funds for pre-K, Arkansas should consider using state NSLA 
funds for pre-k. This could be accomplished in one of two ways.

• Reduce the amount of NSLA funds distributed directly to districts for a wide variety of eligible uses and set 
those funds aside to be used in Needs Improvement, Focus and Priority districts for pre-K.

• Require Needs Improvement, Focus and Priority districts to use a significant specified minimum percentage 
of their NSLA funds for pre-k programs. 

Early Learning Cost Model (IWPR and ECPR)
An early childhood education cost estimation model developed by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research 
(IWPR) and Early Childhood Policy Research (ECPR) is shared here. The IWPR model assists in forming a per-
child estimate for pre-K programs across 12 levels of quality.[10]

The estimation model is based on a study that assumes all high-quality pre-K programs should possess the char-
acteristics that provide benefits to children and families according to IWPR’s report, Meaningful Investments 
in Pre-K.[11] “The estimated costs range from $5.17 per child hour at the lowest-quality level, to $8.18 per child 
hour at the highest level,” says Barbara Gault, primary author of the study. When inflated to 2015 rates (12.4 
percent[12]) that is $5.81 per child hour at the lowest quality level and $9.19 at the highest level. At 1,665 hours per 
year (185-9 hour days), the cost for one child ranges from $ 9,673 to $ 15,301.[13] 

The variables in this study included three class sizes—20, 17 and 15 children per classroom as well as four teacher 
qualification/pay levels ranging from a bachelor-degree-holding teacher with early childhood credentials paid at 
typical kindergarten teacher levels to a teacher with a CDA (Child Development Associate) credential. The an-
nual estimates are based on a 185-day program. The hours-per-day options included in the study were a half-day 
with two daily sessions at three hours each; a school-day session of six hours; and a nine-hour workday session. 
The salaries were based on data from the National Pre-Kindergarten Study by Gilliam in 2006 and the US De-
partment of Labor Bureau of Labor Statistics report in 2007. They included direct and indirect costs and system 
infrastructure cost with the exception of professional development.[14] 

Better Beginnings Cost Model (UAMS)
Researchers from the UAMS Department of Family and Preventive Medicine conduct ongoing evaluation of Bet-
ter Beginnings and continually estimate the financial impact of operating child care programs at different levels 
of quality. The analysis was to determine whether it’s feasible to establish two higher quality levels of the Better 
Beginnings program without additional funding.

The team used a Cost Modeling Tool developed by Louise Stoney and Anne Mitchell at the Alliance for Early 
Childhood Finance and customized the model for Arkansas using information from the following sources:



10

• State occupational employment and wage estimates from the Bureau of Labor Statistics
• Arkansas Better Chance budgets
• Community-based child care director focus group
• Arkansas Division of Child Care and Early Childhood Education (DCCECE) data
• Child Care Resource and Referral staff
• Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families
• Arkansas State University (ASU) Early Childhood Services

The results of the models show that in the current market, Arkansas child care providers cannot afford to offer 
better quality care. 

Cost Variables
Figure 5.

UAMS took into account the variables shown at left. 
NON-PERSONNEL COSTS—like rent, utilities, insurance, 
and educational supplies—increase some when programs 
provide a safer environment that stimulates learning.
However, the real cost driver is PERSONNEL.  In higher 
quality centers, more teachers have higher education in early 
childhood education, which drives up hourly rates.
Most revenue comes from parent tuition paid at current mar-
ket rate. In higher-quality centers, there are more teachers and 
fewer children. This means that programs collect less tuition 
per classroom.

Current Cost Model for Arkansas Better Chance (ABC)         
The funding for the current ABC program has varying results 
based on the type of provider and the type of services. The 
cost break down follows for the reimbursement rate the ABC 
program provides for center-based and family-based care. 
Programs are reimbursed by ABC for operating 178 days of 
seven hours per day. This is equivalent to K-12 operations of 
178 student days of a minimum of six hours instruction.
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Figure 6.
Providers must balance the finan-
cial gap between what families can 
reasonably afford and the actual 
cost of quality care and education.  
Families, especially lower-income 
families, are over-burdened with 
child care expenses. Infant care in 
Northwest Arkansas already exceeds 
in-state enrollment at the University 
of Arkansas.[15]  In short, strategi-
cally improving quality care and 
early childhood education requires 
community investments. The Helen 
Walton Children’s Enrichment Center 
has requested funding over the last 
seven years for improved wages and 
subsidies to retain educated, trained, 
and experienced teaching staff in 
Northwest Arkansas, resulting in 
a 62 percent decrease in turnover, 
while the average center continues 
to experience a 400 percent annual 
turnover[16]. The Endeavor Foun-
dation is doing similar work and 
providing supports to Northwest 
Arkansas providers.

There are concerns about continu-
ing to use the ABC models that 
were developed in 2008. Costs have 
increased by 12.4 percent since this 
was developed.[17] Assuming the 
models accurately reflected true 
costs at that time, they should have 
been increased by more than $1,000 
per child by FY2014-2015.

Comparison with state funding for 
K-12 is warranted. The teacher sal-
ary, including benefits, used for the 
K-12 calculation is $63,130. Salaries 
for center-based staff in a quality 
environment for the ABC program 
are $55,200 on the upper end of the 
range. Also, K-12 funding does not 
cover facilities costs (rent or debt 
service payments). ABC funding 
must cover these costs. The following 
chart shows a comparison of state 
K-12 funding to ABC funding.
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Figure 8.

To summarize, Arkansas pays an equivalent rate of $10,460 for K-12 students. That rate does not cover facilities 
costs for school districts. For 3- and 4-year-old students, Arkansas pays providers, $4,860. That amount must 
cover their rent or mortgage costs.

ABC Cost Model and Match Comparison between School-based Centers and Community-based Centers
Program evaluators at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences analyzed costs from the 2013-2014 fiscal 
year to help the state determine whether funding strategies need to be updated for ABC providers.  UAMS staff 
identified substantial differences between school-based and community-based ABC programs. These differences 
should be addressed by updating the ABC funding formula. Thirteen directors of ABC programs were invited 
to help us verify or change the base model.  Nine directors agreed to participate. Three operated within school 
districts and six operated within community-based child care programs.  Programs were located in different state 
regions, represented urban and rural areas, and served between 30 and 180 children through ABC. All commu-
nity-based programs provided care to additional children whose families paid tuition privately or with Child 
Care Development Fund (CCDF) assistance. Directors were asked to report their ABC expenses in the past year 
in each category shown in Figure 9:  

Figure 9: Categories of Expense

The study also considered whether any expenses were not addressed. Additional expenses were grouped into the 
miscellaneous category. The project also includes an analysis of the items and amounts each program used to 
meet ABC’s requirement of a 40 percent match.The Arkansas Better Chance Program requires that 40 percent of 
funding for ABC programs come from local sources.[18] 

After interviews were complete, for each budget item, a mean cost for district programs and a mean cost for 
community-based programs was calculated. Results presented below demonstrate that the two types of programs 
operate differently. Calculations presented in figures and tables are based on one ABC classroom with 20 chil-
dren. This would mean at least one degreed teacher and an aide. School-based programs report higher personnel 
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costs than community-based programs. As shown in Figure 10, directors in community-based programs report 
salaries that are 73 percent of those in school-based settings. Similarly, lead teachers in community-based pro-
grams are reported to earn 76 percent of the salaries of teachers in school-based settings. Furthermore, directors 
in school-based programs reported making contributions to their employees’ retirement and healthcare plans at 
greater rates than those in community-based settings; none of the community-based settings reported contribut-
ing to retirement and only 25 percent reported making any contribution to healthcare plans.

Figure 10: ABC Personnel Cost Comparison: School- and Community-Based Programs

Cost models computed using actual costs for school-based and community-based programs show providers in 
both settings with an expense/revenue ratio that documents operating at a negative profit margin (see Figure 
11).  Community-based programs report higher non-personnel costs; it would appear that they compensate by 
providing employees with less in salary and benefits. Programs operating in school districts have less flexibility 
in terms of employee compensation and benefits, expenses which are covered, in part, by fewer non-personnel 
costs.  

Figure 11: ABC Expenses, Revenue, and Profit Margins: School- and Community-Based Programs

As shown in Figure 10, 
school-based programs 
pay significantly less 
in non-personnel 
expenses than commu-
nity-based programs 
and, as a result report 
a much higher per-
centage (71 percent) 
of in-kind contribu-
tions to meet match 
requirements than was 
reported by communi-
ty-based programs (52 
percent).
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Figure 12:. ABC Match Comparison: School- and Community-Based Program

*All programs report no cost; **Calculated with 20 children per class

For both settings, the cost of ABC per child exceeds the $4,860 that programs receive per student (school-based 
programs per child cost equal $6,250; community-based programs per child cost equal $5,741). While the 
cost per student with match (40 percent) is $6,804 per student, and both types of programs do not exceed that 
amount, it is clear that match that is claimed in school-based programs is more likely to be in-kind and not rep-
resent an actual expense to the provider, while the match claimed for community-based programs is more likely 
to be at an actual cost to the program (see Figure 13).

Figure 13. Match: School- and Community-Based Programs

The analysis demonstrates the challenge of 
making ends meet in an ABC program with 
the current funding and match formula. If 
funding is not increased, programs will need 
to make further cuts to educational supplies 
and equipment, professional development, 
building maintenance, and teacher raises. If 
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this trend continues, the quality of ABC programs and its positive outcomes for children at risk will decline. Cor-
recting the problem would require that funding be increased for district- and community-based programs. The 
proportion of funding for community-based programs should be higher because they must spend more money 
to make their 40 percent match than district-based programs.[19]   

Facilities Costs
In developing early education facility policies, bridging the gap between the cost of quality facilities and the 
revenue available to deliver early care and education services is a critical challenge. The National Institute for 
Early Education (NIEER) reports constructing, or acquiring and substantially rehabilitating, one building costs 
between $10,000 and $30,000 per child.[20]

Public programs mostly provided through school districts have few if any facility costs.  Several districts have 
converted former elementary buildings that have been replaced by new facilities to pre-K centers. Examples 
include Springdale and Little Rock. Other districts are providing one or two classrooms in existing elementary 
school buildings to house pre-k programs. In a survey conducted by the Arkansas Rural Ed Association, with 34 
districts responding, only two school districts indicated that they did not have additional space for pre-K pro-
grams.[21]

For programs that are not school-based, facilities costs are another story. Some have space for no-costs or mini-
mal costs provided through a nonprofit such as a church. Other programs lease or rent space at market rates. Few 
have stand-alone mortgaged facilities owned by the pre-K program.

Other states have taken measures to resolve some of the issues related to facilities financing. Examples are listed 
below.

• Illinois, in partnership with the nonprofit Illinois Facilities Fund (IFF), pioneered the debt service support 
model in 1992. Through a pilot Child Care Facility Development Program, the state made a one-time 
commitment to service 100 percent of the debt to retire a 10-year tax-exempt bond issued on behalf of 
seven nonprofit agencies serving low-income children. With IFF’s assistance, each agency constructed or 
renovated a center.[22] 

• Connecticut has a School Readiness Loan Program. Connecticut used tax-exempt bonds and secured bond 
insurance to guarantee the lowest interest rates available. The state issued 30-year bonds that permitted 
a long amortization period, meaning the state’s modest $2.5 million annual debt service appropriation 
resulted in the immediate construction of a significant number of facility projects. Low monthly payments 
mean providers can shoulder a share of the debt, and in turn, their debt payments allow the state’s invest-
ment to support more projects.[23]

• Another measure taken by Connecticut to support school construction included space for early childhood 
classrooms. The Connecticut School Construction Program includes a five percent bonus on the propor-
tion of the costs attributable to early childhood classrooms. The bonus is in addition to the state’s routine 
school construction grants.[24]

NIEER has these policy recommendations regarding facilities for state pre-K and early childhood:
• Incorporate facilities policy into the state’s overall approach to expanding and improving the early care and 

education system.
• Explicitly incorporate facilities policy into the Quality Rating Systems to encourage early childhood pro-

grams to aspire toward facilities that exceed regulatory minimums.
• Reflect policy in state licensing concerning how facilities can promote a child’s emotional and cognitive 

development. States should also ensure that inspectors appropriately interpret and consistently enforce 
existing and revised requirements.
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Private versus Public Pre-K
The cost pressures in Arkansas are beginning to drive private providers out of business. Seven years without a 
cost of living increase has stretched many of these family businesses and some larger business groups to the 
breaking point.  

Information provided by DCCECE indicates the following information for ABC provider closures occurring 
during the program year. 
                                              
                                                    Figure 14: ABC Provider Closings 2011-2014

According to DCCECE, 
the first four agencies list-
ed indicated financial rea-
sons for closure although 
ABC was not the only 
funding source (2012-14). 
Child Development, Inc. 
was a Head Start agency 
which received ARRA 
funding (American Re-
covery and Reinvestment 
Act – part of the 2009 federal stimulus package) and did not make the budget adjustment when ARRA funding 
was exhausted which may have caused the financial issues leading to closure.  Cossatot Community College re-
quested to close the college’s program during the program year and did not indicate financial reasons.[25]  
 
There are mixed opinions on housing publicly funded prekindergarten in school buildings rather than in com-
munity-based settings. One concern is the economic impact school-based programs will have on the enrollment 
in community-based programs. The financial viability of infant and toddler care offered in community-based 
centers often depends on internal cost sharing with preschool programs because infant toddler programs are 
more expensive to staff. If the use of school-based programs results in reduced preschool enrollments at com-
munity-based centers, it would drive up the cost of infant and toddler care. A further challenge school-based 
programs must address is the need for care beyond typical elementary schools hours. Publicly funded prekinder-
garten programs often operate part-day (6 hours or less). However, most children need some form of child care 
for the remainder of the parent’s work day, which can involve a difficult transition for children and costly trans-
portation to a different site.[26] 

SECTION 3. STAFFING AND CAPACITY
Status of the Workforce
The Arkansas early childhood education workforce is diverse in terms of educational qualifications, professional 
development opportunities, and availability in rural areas of the state. The following chart shows the number of 
early childhood educators with each level of credential in Arkansas.

Figure 15: Early Childhood Educator Credentials
As shown in Fig. 15, 
nearly 80 percent of 
the Arkansas early 
childhood education 
workforce has no spe-
cialized training in ear-
ly childhood education. 
The Arkansas Better 
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Chance Program requires one teacher with a Bachelor’s degree per 20 students or for every two classrooms. Ef-
forts are currently underway to improve qualifications as part of the Arkansas childcare licensing system. Pro-
posed rules state that a child care center director should have one of the following:

• A Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education, Child Development or related field
• An Associate’s degree in Early Childhood Education, Child Development or related field and six years of 

experience
• Eight years of experience in early childhood education and completion of one of the following within two 

years of employment—a child development associate credential, birth-to-pre-k credential or director’s 
credential or the equivalent.

Traveling Arkansas Professional Pathways (TAPP)
Beginning in 1999, Arkansas began the development and implementation of a comprehensive professional 
development system called the Traveling Arkansas Professional Pathways in order to increase the professional 
capacity of its early childhood workforce through a coordinated system of education, training, and related activ-
ities. The TAPP System includes three main components that jointly work to ensure the delivery of high-quality 
professional development opportunities through career pathways that meet the diverse needs of early childhood 
professionals.

1.	 Arkansas Key Content Areas and Core Competencies—a workforce knowledge and competency framework 
which describes professional standards across a continuum of what early care and education professionals 
should know and understand in order to provide high-quality experiences for children.

2.	 The TAPP Map serves as a “roadmap” that provides the progression of equivalent training hours, degrees, and 
competency levels.

3.	 The TAPP Registry serves to ensure quality, continuity, and accessibility of training opportunities. The Regis-
try has three components: the Practitioner Registry, the Trainer Registry and the Training Registry.

Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework
To further guide professional development for its workers that addresses different levels of knowledge and expe-
rience, Arkansas has developed a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, known as the Arkansas 
Key Content Areas and Core Competencies, that delineates a continuum of early childhood educator competen-
cies.

In 2009, the system was simplified and updated to eight Key Content Areas with three levels of professional com-
petencies: foundation, intermediate, and advanced. This framework is currently in use as an integral part of the 
TAPP System. The eight Key Content Areas are:  

1.	 child growth and development
2.	 learning environment and curriculum
3.	 positive interactions and guidance
4.	 family and community
5.	 child observation and assessment
6.	 health, safety, and nutrition
7.	 professional development and leadership
8.	 program planning and management 

The competency levels and expected commensurate levels of education, professional development, and corre-
sponding staff roles are as follows:

• Foundation Competencies: assistant teachers with a high school diploma, GED, or degree unrelated to child 
development and limited experience with professional development. These individuals have limited re-
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sponsibility for planning children’s learning experiences.
• Intermediate Competencies: lead teachers, assistant directors, and team members with a CDA credential, 

one-year technical certificate in early childhood education or related area, or an associate’s degree in early 
childhood education or related field. These individuals are expected to have work experience or profes-
sional preparation (preferably with extended field experience) sufficient to plan and implement curricu-
lum and learning environments and support as assistant teachers within the classroom.

• Advanced Competencies: lead teachers, educational coordinators, curriculum supervisors, site directors, 
owners, agency/central office staff, and early childhood educators who hold a bachelor’s degree or higher 
in a field appropriate to job responsibilities and ages of children served. These individuals are expected to 
have work experience or professional preparation (preferably with extended field experience) sufficient 
to develop, implement, monitor, and evaluate policies and procedures based on current research and best 
practices/evidence-based practice; and for providing modeling and supervision for other staff).

        
TAPP Map
In order to better align professional standards and career pathways, Arkansas has developed the TAPP Map, 
which assists early childhood professionals in navigating  the progression of credentials and degrees that are 
aligned to the state’s workforce knowledge and competency framework. The TAPP Map describes the eight levels 
of professional development based on training and education and is organized according to the three competen-
cy levels of the framework:

1) Foundation Competency Level
• Foundation 1: Registered 15 clock hours 

including orientation
• Foundation 2: Registered 30 clock hours
• Foundation 3: Registered 45 clock hours or 

3 semester hours

2) Intermediate Competency Level
• Intermediate 1: CDA or 135 clock hours 

or 9 semester hours in early childhood 
education/child development

• Intermediate 2: Accredited higher educa-
tion 18 semester hours in early child-
hood education/child development

• Intermediate 3: Associate degree or 25 se-
mester hours in early childhood educa-
tion/child development

3) Advanced Competency Level
• Advanced 1: Bachelor’s degree in early 

childhood education/child development 
or 30 semester hours in early childhood 
education/child development

• Advanced 2: Master’s or doctorate degree 
in early childhood education/child de-
velopment or 30 semester hours in early 
childhood education/child development
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Areas for Improvement
Innovative Higher Education Training and Professional Development.
Of equally critical importance is the alignment of the professional standards to the professional development 
content provided to early childhood professionals and/or students. Given the significant role of multiple insti-
tutions and organizations in providing professional development to Arkansas’s early care and education practi-
tioners, it is important to ensure that the content of all professional development opportunities is aligned with 
the Arkansas Key Content Areas and Core Competencies. It is critical to develop and enforce policies around 
the transfer of credentials, courses, credits, degrees, etc. from one program to another without loss of credits—in 
order to fully establish career pathways and build capacity to meet required professional standards.

Arkansas needs to increase the number of postsecondary institutions and professional development providers 
with programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. This will increase the 
number of early childhood educators who receive credentials from postsecondary institutions and professional 
development providers with programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Frame-
work.

Currently, we have 11 two-year and six four-year institutions with aligned training programs.  There are also 25 
contract training programs that are aligned.  As a result the state now has 6,128 Early Childhood Educators cre-
dentialed by an “aligned” institution or provider.[29] 

The Arkansas Course Transfer System (ACTS) streamlines the process for early childhood practitioners to move 
along the career ladder to higher credentials by increasing their ability to transfer credit from one postsecondary 
institution to another.[30]  Another program in the state that supports early childhood professional development 
is the Credit When Its Due (CWID) program. The CWID program is a partnership between the Arkansas Asso-
ciation of Two Year Colleges (AATYC), Arkansas Department of Higher Education (ADHE), and the Arkansas 
Research Center (ARC). The CWID program retroactively awards an associate’s degree to students who began at 
a two-year college and transferred to a four-year college, but did not receive a bachelor’s degree (but have enough 
credits for an associate’s degree).[31]

Arkansas recognizes that learning experiences include a variety of methodologies and offers a wide range of 
types of training opportunities including university/college courses, workshops, conferences, technical assistance, 
mentoring and coaching supports, and online models of professional development. Through these diverse train-
ing modalities, Arkansas seeks to address the different learning styles and needs of its early care and education 
workforce as well as reach as many providers as possible, particularly those in rural communities.

Currently in the Arkansas professional development system approaches such as mentoring, coaching, and con-
sultation are embedded in various training projects, and the state has been building and promoting a culture of 
Relationship-Based Professional Development (RBPD) for more than 10 years[32]. These supports are meant to 
help early care and education professionals cultivate their skills across a range of competencies through individu-
alized, ongoing feedback and reflective practice with another professional.  

An example of RBPD in Arkansas is the Project PLAY that provides teachers (and families) with early childhood 
mental health consultation (ECMHC) services regarding children’s challenging behavior and mental health. 
During 2012–2013, Project PLAY partnered with a total of 31 child care centers and 145 teachers. ECMHC 
program consultants made 679 site visits to provide consultation services, and conducted 90 trainings for con-
tinuing education credits.[33] Innovative solutions are being developed to address issues of access and efficiency. 
For example, MyTeachingPartner is a cutting-edge program that essentially employs coaching practices through 
web-mediated remote consultation and video libraries of effective teaching practices.[34]
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The Need for Better Data.
The TAPP registry is a strong first step in understanding the qualifications and quality of various providers. How-
ever not all providers participate in the registry and others do not have accurate or updated data entry for their 
staff. Connections between the early childhood education and K-12, higher education, and workforce data need 
to be strengthened and included as part of the State Longitudinal Data System.

The information gained through this expansion will provide state leadership and early childhood stakehold-
ers with more complete information on the educational levels of staff working in licensed child care facilities; 
promote the assignment of unique identifiers (FERPA compliant) for early childhood practitioners; foster un-
derstanding of the educational qualifications, credentials, and degrees of the of the early childhood workforce; 
recognize trainer qualifications as a means for approving training that is aligned to the workforce knowledge and 
competencies; and increase the state’s ability to more accurately identify and target training needs throughout 
the state.  The state believes that expansion of the TAPP registry database will provide the data needed to publicly 
report aggregated data on the status of the early childhood workforce, including education level and retention. 
However, the state must first conduct a workforce study in order to obtain baseline data.

SECTION 4: RETURN ON INVESTMENT FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
Research in Support of Early Childhood Education
Over the past 15 years, new research developments have dramatically changed the way we think about early 
childhood education. The early childhood period (birth to age 5) is a time of rapid brain development.[35] Re-
searchers estimate that 80 percent of brain development occurs before children enter kindergarten. For this rea-
son, early experiences are the foundation on which all later learning is built. Investing at this early point provides 
the most efficient and effective intervention to ensure later success in school. Pre-K not only provides for early 
learning, but also helps children develop the social skills they need to be successful in the classroom. It is the 
entry point for early treatment of developmental delays, treatment that can be less expensive and more successful 
than remedial efforts down the road. Several studies have shown that there is a significant return on investment 
for pre-k. Other studies such as the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) and the Federal 
Reserve Bank support these findings.

Early childhood experiences play a large role in determining how brain connections or “wiring” are formed. 
Babies start to understand the link between words and their meanings as early as the age of 6 months. This sets 
the stage for language development and later reading. The chart below[36] shows when these brain connections 

actually happen.  Brain development related 
to vision and hearing and language peaks 
before a child celebrates her first birthday.  
The connections related to higher cognitive 
function (e.g., memory, comprehension, and 
problem solving) peak a little later, but still 
well before a child begins pre-K.[37]

James Heckman, a Nobel Prize winning 
economist from the University of Chicago, 
has led a consortium of economists, psy-
chologists, statisticians, and neuroscientists 
whose research shows that early childhood 
development directly influences economic, 
health and social outcomes for individuals 
and society.  They have found that 1) early 
childhood development drives success 
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in school and life, and 2) investing in early childhood education for at-risk children is an effective strategy for 
reducing social costs.  They believe the best way to reduce deficits and strengthen the economy is to make signifi-
cant investments in early childhood education. 
 
Heckman’s analysis of the Perry Preschool program shows a 7 percent to 10 percent per year return on invest-
ment based on increased school and career achievement as well as reduced costs in remedial education, health, 
and criminal justice expenditures.  By the time they reach age 20, adults who attended the Chicago Child-Par-
ent Center’s half-day public preschool programs were estimated to be more likely to have finished high school, 
and were less likely to have been held back, need remedial help, or have been arrested.  The estimated return on 
investment was $7 for every one dollar invested. Further, Heckman’s research has found that the younger the 
age at which education investments are made, the greater the return. Figure 18 shows that the return is greatest 
between the ages of 0 and 3, when the brains of young children are developing the fastest, and decreases through 
preschool, K-12 education, and post high school. 

Figure 18.
Investing in early childhood education to 
increase high school graduation rates would 
boost Arkansas’s economy.  A five percent 
increase in male high school graduation 
rates is estimated to save Arkansas $53 
million in annual incarceration costs and 
crime-related expenditures.  If that same five 
percent not only graduated but also went on 
to college at the same rate as typical male 
high school graduates, their average earn-
ings would accrue an additional $25 mil-
lion annually.  If just one year’s high school 
dropouts could be converted to high school 
graduates, Arkansas households would have 
an additional $2.7 billion in accumulated 
wealth over the lifetime of the students from 
the graduating class.[38] 

Figure 19: Cost per program per year

Data on local, state, and federal govern-
ment investments in education, however, 
show that the United States spends the least 
amount per child when the return is the 
highest (See Figure 20 on next page).  The 
per capita expenditure on education and ear-
ly care is just $300 for children from birth to 
age 2.  For children ages 3 to 5, the per capita 
expenditures are $4,928, reflecting increased 
investments in pre-K in recent years.  How-
ever, this is less than half of the $10,879 per 
capita spent on children ages 6 to 11.[39] 
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Figure 20: Per capita expenditures on education, by age 
The National Institute for Early Education 
Research (NIEER) projected savings to all 
states who invest in full-time preschool for 
all children under 200 percent of the Federal 
Poverty Level. See Figure 21 below. The quality 
of preschool was assumed to be on par with 
New Jersey’s Abbot pre-K program. Within 20 
years, Arkansas would save $25 million just 
based on less grade retention and lower special 
education costs.[40]  This estimate is conserva-
tive. It does not include the potential for on-
going federal funding, and it does not consider 
additional benefits, such as less incarceration 
and less use of public assistance. In a poor 
state with a largely under-educated workforce, 
investing early in our children is a strong strat-
egy for building a strong workforce.

Figure 21: Savings Projection as a result of investment in Pre-K

Using School Funding Formulas to Support Pre-K  
In general, states have funded pre-K in three ways:  1) grant programs that are subject to annual appropriations, 
2) supplements to the federal Head Start program, and 3) school funding formulas.  This last option provides 
per-pupil funding as part of a state’s overall public education budget and allocates state resources to school 
districts based on established calculations that account for district needs and children’s risk factors.  Fourteen 
states provide pre-K funding through state funding formulas, but they take different approaches to this financing 
strategy.  

• Directly Applying the K-12 Formula – Some states fund early education at the same per-pupil rate as K-12, 
without adjusting it to reflect the actual cost of providing pre-K.

• Weighting the K-12 Formula – Other states account for the high per-pupil costs of quality pre-K programs 
by giving more “weight” to pre-K children than K-12 students in determining allocations.  Oklahoma 
funds both full- and half-day programs, weighting pre-K per child allocations at 130 percent and 70 per 
cent of the K-12 rate, respectively.  
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• Funding Pre-K Through Categorical Aid  - In some states, foundation aid may not specifically designate 
pre-K funding, but the formula can include other resources for that purpose.  Maryland provides categor-
ical aid based on the number of low-income students, and one required use of those funds is to provide 
pre-K for all low-income four year olds.  

• Capping Pre-K Allocations  - Some states cap the number of children to be served in or the amount of for-
mula funding to be spent on pre-K in a given year.  In Kansas, the funding is provided to districts through 
a weighted formula, but the state’s board of education annually determines the total amount of funding 
available for pre-K.  

The following should be taken into account when contemplating using a school funding formula approach for 
pre-K:

• Ensure the Funding Formula Reflects the True Cost of High-Quality Pre-K – In 2008, New Jersey passed 
a law that set differentiated pre-K allocations per child, based on the setting where the care is provided.  
These rates were based on an analysis of actual expenditures conducted by the state department of edu-
cation. The allocations included in the 2008 act were $11,506 for public schools and $12,934 for licensed 
child care programs.  

• Encourage or Require School Districts to Partner with Community-Based Providers – Head Start, child care 
centers, faith-based organizations, and other non-school settings that can meet quality standards should 
be engaged to deliver state pre-K and should be included in each district’s planning process.  

• Phase in Formula Funding for Pre-K Programs – Embedding pre-K into a school funding formula without 
a well thought-out plan may strain a state’s fiscal capacity.  States should add districts or programs to the 
formula gradually.  Policymakers can establish grants for new pre-K efforts before transferring them to the 
formula, allowing time for these programs to demonstrate their capacity to meet quality standards and for 
the state to secure sufficient funds in the formula.  States can offer formula funding to more districts over 
time, beginning with those serving the most at-risk populations or those with the most existing capacity.
[41]   

SECTION 5. PROGRAM MODELS AND EVALUATIONS
To evaluate programs, it is necessary to know how standards apply to the program. In these discussions several 
types of standards are referenced.

• NIEER Pre-K policy standards
• Early Childhood Learning Standards
• Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS)

NIEER Pre-K policy standards
In addition to the standards developed by the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) for pre-K 
programs, NIEER also provides an annual compilation of state reports indicating how the states rank in meet-
ing the standards. NIEER reports on 10 critical areas related to quality. States are credited with meeting each 
standard when state policy meets or exceeds the related benchmark standard. No state’s prekindergarten policies 
should be considered satisfactory unless at least all 10 benchmarks are met.[42]

Of the 10 standards used to gauge the quality of state-funded preschool programs, four involve teacher creden-
tials and training. Class size and staff-child ratios are also emphasized in the Quality Standards Checklist, tar-
geting class sizes of 20 children at the most with no more than 10 children per staff member. State early learning 
standards should cover all areas identified as fundamental by the National Education Goals Panel—children’s 
physical well-being and motor development, social/emotional development, approaches toward learning, lan-
guage development, and cognition and general knowledge. Other areas that states are evaluated on include the 
comprehensive services that preschool education programs should be expected to offer. Programs should pro-
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vide at least one meal; vision, hearing, and health screenings and referrals; and other support services, such as 
parent education, parent conferences and/or home visits, or referrals for such services.

These are policy standards used in the NIEER rating. A state with good policies may have some programs that 
fail to comply with these policies; conversely, a state with weak policies may have many programs that exceed 
state minimum standards. It is necessary to have a way to ensure that individual pre-K programs meet those 
standards. Therefore, programs should require, at a minimum, that all sites are visited for program quality at 
least once every five years to enforce standards and ensure high-quality education in state-funded preschool 
programs.[43]

Figure 22: NIEER Standard

Figure 23 displays the percentage of programs meeting each of the quality standards from 2001-2002 through 
2012-2013. Only five state programs met all 10 benchmarks: Alabama, Alaska, North Carolina, Rhode Island, 
and one Louisiana program (NSECD). Seven states had programs that met nine of 10 benchmarks—Arkansas, 
Kentucky, Minnesota, New Jersey (Abbott pre-K only), Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Washington. Another eight 
states met eight benchmarks.

Arkansas does not meet the standard for teacher degree. Nearly 60 percent of states do meet the NIEER standard 
that pre-K teachers have BA degrees. Arkansas policy requires a BA per every three classrooms (usually designat-
ed as lead teacher) with two-year or AA degrees for all other teachers.[44] The lead teacher in a public school must 
hold a standard Arkansas teacher license with P–4 certification. 

The lead teacher in a nonpublic-school-based program must have a minimum of a bachelor’s degree in early 
childhood education or child development. For all programs with multiple classrooms at a single location, the 
teacher of the second classroom shall hold, at a minimum, an associate degree in early childhood education or 
early childhood development. State policy does allow programs to hire staff under an approved staff qualifica-
tions plan, while they are completing coursework to obtain minimum credentialing.
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Figure	
  22:	
  NIEER	
  Standards	
  	
  

Policy	
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   Description	
  

1	
   Early	
  learning	
  standards	
   National	
  Education	
  Goals	
  Panel	
  content	
  areas	
  
covered	
  by	
  state	
  learning	
  

2	
   Teacher	
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   Lead	
  teacher	
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  children	
  in	
  
classroom	
  is	
  1:10	
  or	
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9	
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  be	
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  be	
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  to	
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  to	
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  program	
  
standards	
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Figure 23: Percent of State Pre-K Programs Meeting NIEER Benchmarks 2002-2013

Source: NIEER 2013 Yearbook

Early Childhood Learning Standards.
In addition to meeting certain policy standards, the NIEER says that states should have comprehensive early 
learning standards covering all areas identified as fundamental by the National Education Goals Panel.[45] These 
standards are comparable to K-12 standards like the former Arkansas Curriculum Frameworks or its replace-
ment the Common Core State Standards. They set the goals for what children should learn.  Arkansas’s current 
Early Childhood Education Framework Handbook for Three and Four Year Old Children[46] was most recently 
revised in 2004. See the website for the complete handbook. The following elements are addressed in the frame-
work document:

• Environment – physical and social-emotional
• Diversity
• Family
• Strategies that support learning

One goal of DCCECE has been to update the standards to ensure they are aligned with current kindergarten 
standards so that there is no disconnect in preparing children to be successful in the K-12 setting. It was an-
nounced July 10, 2014, that the Arkansas Department of Human Services Division of Child Care and Early 
Childhood Education will receive a $1 million grant from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to redesign the birth-to-
five standards and identify a new kindergarten entry-assessment tool.  

Tiered Quality Rating Improvement System (TQRIS)
In addition to the Arkansas Better Chance program for quality pre-K programs, Arkansas encourages all other 
child care providers to participate in the Better Beginnings program.  In July 2014, Better Beginnings partic-
ipation was required for all programs using vouchers. Better Beginnings is Arkansas’s Tiered Quality Rating 
Improvement System for family child care homes, center-based care, and school-age care for programs offered 
before and after school, as well as during the summer. It is an evaluation methodology that rates programs as 
one-star, two-star, or three-star based on their status in the system. The standards are based on caregiver training, 
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business practices, facility requirements, parent engagement, and the availability of developmental programs and 
physical activities for the children. This is separate and in addition to the state’s child care licensing and monitor-
ing for minimum compliance requirements.

Arkansas has a nearly 20 year history of conducting Environment Rating Scale (ERS) assessments for the pur-
pose of program improvement. Arkansas was the first state to use the Environment Rating Scales for high stakes 
assessments in its then Quality Accreditation program and the Arkansas Better Chance program.  Arkansas State 
University Childhood Services (ASU CHS) conducts program evaluations through a contract with DCCECE. 
ASU CHS conducts ERS assessments in accordance with the guidelines and regulations of the Better Beginnings 
and Arkansas Better Chance programs. ASU CHS works to improve each provider’s understanding of and partic-
ipation in the assessment process. ERS Summary Reports are provided following each environmental assessment 
to validate program growth and achievement and to assist each program in making systematic changes to im-
prove the daily experience that children and teachers share in an early childhood setting.

Longitudinal Research Studies
Independent evaluations of the Arkansas Better Chance program are based on outcomes for students. Two stud-
ies have been conducted and key findings are provided here.

Arkansas Research Center
The study released in 2013, reports that in Arkansas, the gap between economically-disadvantaged students and 
their more affluent peers is apparent as soon as children enter kindergarten. The instrument used to measure 
development at kindergarten entry in Arkansas  is the Qualls Early Learning Inventory (QELI)—more specifi-
cally the General Knowledge subtest is used to rate children for these purposes as developed or not developed. 
For students with no known pre-K experience, 70 percent from higher income families entered kindergarten 
with a rating of developed, while only 41 percent of economically disadvantaged students were developed. ABC 
improves the percentage of children entering kindergarten developed; 50 percent of economically disadvantaged 
students that attended ABC were developed—nearly 10 percent more students than those with no known pre-K 
experience.

A gap remains between economically-disadvantaged and higher-income peers entering kindergarten even with 
ABC support. While 50 percent of ABC students were considered developed, 64 percent of higher-income 
students were considered developed. ABC does reduce the size of the gap. The gap for disadvantaged no-known 
pre-school students is 30 percent.  ABC cut that difference by more than half (14%). [47]

NIEER at Rutgers University
The National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers University conducted a longitudinal 
study of the Arkansas Better Chance (ABC) prekindergarten program to estimate the effects of state-funded 
pre-K in Arkansas on children’s language, mathematics, and literacy skills through fourth grade.

Positive effects were found at the end of first and second grade for language, math, and literacy, and at the end of 
third grade for literacy. These effects are more pronounced when factoring in only children who did not attend 
another preschool program in the comparison group.  When children who attended a preschool program other 
than the ABC initiative are included the differences are smaller.

One explanation for estimated effects falling off at the end of third grade is provided by another important 
finding from this study: children who attended ABC were less likely to be retained in grade. This is a key indica-
tion that schools are expending extra effort to help those most behind catch up, which disproportionately helps 
children who did not attend the ABC program. While effective, these efforts are expensive, and may include 
extra teacher time in the classroom, remedial programs, and even special education. These efforts may gradually 
reduce the test score advantages for ABC children in later years, but at a substantial cost. According to the 
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report’s authors, the finding that children who attended ABC pre-K were less likely to have been retained by the 
end of third grade than those who did not attend any pre-K deserves attention.[48] 

This study began in 2005 before the large expansion of the ABC program from 2005 to 2008.

Fade-out
Fade-out is the idea that while students who participate in pre-K start kindergarten at an advanced level com-
pared to students who don’t attend pre-K, the advantage fades-out by the fourth grade. The 2012 National Head 
Start Impact Study is the chief source of this idea.[49] The following are bulleted points of more in-depth studies 
that refute the supporters of the fade-out theory.

The fadeout myth is based on selective research. Critics argue that gains made through pre-K disappear by third 
grade. But even these critics agree low-income pre-K kids start kindergarten ahead of their peers.[50] 

These results don’t account for the benefits throughout school years and adult life. Disadvantaged children who 
receive quality early childhood education are more likely to persist in school, enjoy better career outcomes, 
higher wages and healthier lifestyles.  These findings can be found in analysis of the Perry Preschool Project and 
Abecedarian in the United States, as well as the British Cohort Study in Great Britain, all of which are random-
ized control studies with longitudinal data that spans for 35 years or more.[51] 

While Perry Preschool and Abecedarian projects were small demonstration projects, the Chicago Child-Parent 
Center (CPC) project also has provided evidence that large-scale federally funded projects may also produce 
long-term positive effects. Low-income children from urban areas who completed one or two preschool years in 
the program required less special education and grade retention, had higher high school completion rates, and 
had fewer arrests at age 20.[52]

Nobel Laureate Economist James Heckman found that the social and emotional skills learned through early 
childhood education were the major drivers of success in school, career, and life among the Perry treatment 
group, who far outperform the control group in adult outcomes. Heckman also finds that “Head Start graduates 
tend to be more persistent in their education, more inclined to healthy behaviors, and less inclined to be involved 
in criminal activity.”[53]

The same report cited by critics also reported that improvements in kindergarten test scores had other outcomes 
such as higher lifetime earnings, more likely college attendance, retirement savings, home ownership, and res-
idence in a better neighborhood. One study referenced within the Head Start Research report noted that Head 
Start kids completed more years of school, had less self-reported misconduct at age 15, fewer felony arrests, and 
fewer property crime arrests than those who received direct instruction.[54]

Potential flaws in the 2012 National Head Start Impact Study have been noted. On the topic of fadeout, the 
Impact Study was flawed because many in the control group were allowed to attend other preschool programs, 
including Head Start programs in other locations. The parity may well develop because the study compares chil-
dren with similar experiences.[55]

Evaluators of early model preschool programs have followed participants into adulthood and offer evidence that 
high quality child care has long-term benefits. For instance, the randomly assigned treatment group participating 
in the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project in the sixties has experienced fewer arrests and higher incomes with 
less use of public assistance than the control group.[56]

Another model program with a randomized evaluation, the Carolina Abecedarian Project, provided full-day, 
year-round care to children believed to be at risk for developmental delays from birth to age 5. Following these 
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children into adulthood, researchers found that participants in the preschool treatment group were more likely 
to have sustained better math and reading abilities and to have completed college. They were also less likely to 
have repeated a grade, to have required special education, or to have become teenage parents.[57]

Next Steps
Future plans are to develop strategies to assess and evaluate program outcomes for participating children based 
on years in programs, program size, program provider (public school, private), and staff qualifications. Making 
finer distinctions in the outcomes should permit more targeted policy adjustments if necessary. This will also 
allow policy makers to identify which programs [not people or students] have the most successful models for 
replication.

SECTION 6: UNDERSERVED POPULATIONS
With its comparatively high level of poverty among children under 5, Arkansas’s resources to meet the needs 
of low-income children are insufficient. Another complicating factor is that 44 percent[58] of the state’s youngest 
children live in areas of the state classified as rural with substantial service delivery challenges in many of the 
more isolated rural areas. The following chart shows the number and percentage of children from low-income 
families in the state.  

Figure 24: Children from Low-Income Families by Age[59]

According to the Annie E. Casey Foundation only two states have higher percentages of children living in 
low-income households—New Mexico at 60 percent and Mississippi at 63 percent.[60] When these low-income 
children have additional needs, the ability of current early childhood education programs to meet increased 
levels of need is strained. Underserved low-income children may have physical or developmental disabilities, live 
in unstable homes, or in homes where English is not spoken. They have needs for more resources than even other 
low-income peers, yet they often have less access to programs and providers that can meet their needs.  The 
discussion below provides an examination of some population groups with high needs for educational resources 
and opportunities.

Figure 25: Special Populations of Children
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Figure	
  26:	
  Participation	
  of	
  Children	
  with	
  High	
  Needs	
  in	
  different	
  types	
  of	
  
Early	
  Learning	
  and	
  Development	
  Programs,	
  by	
  Age.4	
  

Program	
  Name	
  
Number	
  of	
  Children	
  with	
  High	
  Needs	
  Participating	
  in	
  the	
  Program	
  

Birth	
  to	
  1	
   Age	
  1	
  to	
  2	
   Age	
  3	
  to	
  
Kindergarten	
  Entry	
   Total	
  

Arkansas	
  Better	
  Chance	
   92	
   902	
   23,300	
   24,294	
  
Early	
  Head	
  Start	
  	
  
and	
  Head	
  Start	
   562	
   1,329	
   10,034	
   11,925	
  

IDEA	
  Part	
  C	
  and	
  	
  
Part	
  B	
  Sect.	
  619	
   382	
   2,748	
   10,331	
   13,461	
  

Title	
  I	
  of	
  ESEA	
   0	
   0	
   7,356	
   7,356	
  
DHS-­‐Child	
  Care	
  D	
  F	
  Program	
   4,329	
   5,287	
   4,010	
   13,626	
  
ABC-­‐Funded	
  Home	
  Visiting	
   N/A	
   N/A	
   4,165	
   4,165	
  
MIECHV	
  Funded	
  Programs	
   436	
   176	
   560	
   1,172	
  

	
  

Figure	
  27:	
  Children	
  with	
  Disabilities	
  Enrolled	
  in	
  ABC	
  Programs	
  

Disability	
   #	
  Enrolled	
  in	
  ABC	
  program5	
  
Attention	
  Deficit	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   2	
  
Asthma	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   3	
  
Autism	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   30	
  
Developmental	
  Delays	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   850	
  
Unspecified	
  Multiple	
  Disabilities	
   4011	
  
Emotional	
  Disabilities	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   35	
  
Epilepsy	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   15	
  
Hearing	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   1	
  
Learning	
  disabilities	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   62	
  
Other	
  impairments	
   68	
  
Speech	
  and	
  language	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   1124	
  
Visual	
  impairments	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   13	
  

Note: Birth to Teen Parents represents only birth to age one.
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The table below represents participation by all low-income children (High Needs). Some children may partici-
pate in multiple Early Learning and Developmental programs.  Children participating in programs that are part 
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) typically have experienced development delays.

Figure 26: Participation of Children with High Needs in Different Types of Early Learning and Developmental 
Programs, by Age[62]

Children with Physical and Developmental Disabilities
Children with physical or developmental needs or both have more limited choices for child care facilities and 
programs that can meet their needs.

Child health screenings for all children are an important tool in recognizing needs early when interventions can 
be most successful. They indicate when specialized programs and services are needed to ensure the best outcome 
for a child. More than half of the low-income children under age 6 in North Carolina and Massachusetts received 
a developmental screening, compared to 18 percent in Mississippi and North Dakota.[63] Nationally, seven per-
cent of higher-income and 15 percent of low-income children identified as having developmental delays never 
received any services.[64]

Arkansas ranked 36th nation-
ally, with 25 percent receiving 
developmental screening. A 
total of 49,089 children under 
age 6 (25 percent) have re-
ceived screening(s).[65] 

The table here shows the num-
ber of children with various 
disabilities that are enrolled in 
preschool programs.
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Delays	
   16,415	
   7%	
  

English	
  Language	
  Learners	
   24,808	
   10%	
  
Migrant	
   1,476	
   0.06%	
  
Homeless	
  	
   7,918	
   3%	
  
Foster	
  Care	
   1,553	
   0.06%	
  
Births	
  to	
  Teen	
  Parents3	
   4,845	
   0.051%	
  
	
  

	
  	
  

Figure	
  26:	
  Participation	
  of	
  Children	
  with	
  High	
  Needs	
  in	
  different	
  types	
  of	
  
Early	
  Learning	
  and	
  Development	
  Programs,	
  by	
  Age.4	
  

Program	
  Name	
  
Number	
  of	
  Children	
  with	
  High	
  Needs	
  Participating	
  in	
  the	
  Program	
  

Birth	
  to	
  1	
   Age	
  1	
  to	
  2	
   Age	
  3	
  to	
  
Kindergarten	
  Entry	
   Total	
  

Arkansas	
  Better	
  Chance	
   92	
   902	
   23,300	
   24,294	
  
Early	
  Head	
  Start	
  	
  
and	
  Head	
  Start	
   562	
   1,329	
   10,034	
   11,925	
  

IDEA	
  Part	
  C	
  and	
  	
  
Part	
  B	
  Sect.	
  619	
   382	
   2,748	
   10,331	
   13,461	
  

Title	
  I	
  of	
  ESEA	
   0	
   0	
   7,356	
   7,356	
  
DHS-­‐Child	
  Care	
  D	
  F	
  Program	
   4,329	
   5,287	
   4,010	
   13,626	
  
ABC-­‐Funded	
  Home	
  Visiting	
   N/A	
   N/A	
   4,165	
   4,165	
  
MIECHV	
  Funded	
  Programs	
   436	
   176	
   560	
   1,172	
  

	
  

Figure	
  27:	
  Children	
  with	
  Disabilities	
  Enrolled	
  in	
  ABC	
  Programs	
  

Disability	
   #	
  Enrolled	
  in	
  ABC	
  program5	
  
Attention	
  Deficit	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   2	
  
Asthma	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   3	
  
Autism	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   30	
  
Developmental	
  Delays	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   850	
  
Unspecified	
  Multiple	
  Disabilities	
   4011	
  
Emotional	
  Disabilities	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   35	
  
Epilepsy	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   15	
  
Hearing	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   1	
  
Learning	
  disabilities	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   62	
  
Other	
  impairments	
   68	
  
Speech	
  and	
  language	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   1124	
  
Visual	
  impairments	
  and	
  related	
  disorders	
   13	
  

Figure 27: Children with Disabilities Enrolled in ABC Programs
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These programs provide early intervention/early childhood services to children in Arkansas.

Figure 28: Programs in Arkansas Providing Early Intervention/Early Childhood Services to Children with Dis-
abilities

First Connections is a DHS program that serves families with children birth to thirty-six months who:

• Have a developmental delay in one or more areas of development. This delay must be 25 percent or more of 
their chronological age.

• Have a medical diagnosis that has a high probability of resulting in a developmental delay.

Child Health Management Services (CHMS) provide:  

• Full medical multidiscipline diagnosis, evaluation, and treatment of developmental delays in Medicaid recip-
ients

• Diagnostic, screening, evaluation, preventive, therapeutic, palliative, or rehabilitative services, including 
early intervention day treatment services.[68]

Developmental Day Treatment Clinic Services (DDTCS) serves infants and toddlers with chronic medical condi-
tions.

English Language Learners
English Language Learners are currently being served through several types of programs. About 10 percent or al-
most 24,800 of the state’s children from birth to kindergarten entry are English language learners[69]. The majority 
of English language learners are Latino but other groups have some significant numbers as well, e.g., Marshallese, 
Vietnamese, and Hmong. Generally speaking the Marshallese and Hmong are located in northwest Arkansas and 
a large percentage of the non-English speaking Vietnamese are located in the Fort Smith area.

Certain areas of the state with large populations of English language learners need more capacity to serve 
non-English speaking families. Conversely, areas of the state with just one or two non-English speaking families 
may have fewer resources to assist with interpretation and education. Making the needs even more difficult to 
address are relatively high rates of poverty among the families of English language learners.

Washington County has the highest population of Latino Children under 5 living in poverty with 1,884.[70] Wash-
ington is followed by Benton, Sebastian, and Pulaski Counties. In fact, these four counties are home to over 55 
percent of the state’s low-income[71] Latino children under age 5.

The five counties with the highest rate of Latino children under 5 living in poverty as a percentage of all children 
under 5 living in poverty are Sevier (De Queen) 62.3 percent, Yell (Booneville) 59.5 percent, Carroll (Eureka 
Springs) 47.4 percent, Benton (Bentonville) 44.8 percent, and Washington (Springdale) 40.2 percent. The rate for 
the state as a whole is 17.8 percent.[72]

17	
  
	
  

Figure	
  28:	
  Programs	
  in	
  Arkansas	
  Providing	
  Early	
  Intervention/Early	
  Childhood	
  Services	
  to	
  Children	
  with	
  
Disabilities	
  

Program6	
   Program	
  Year	
   Birth	
  through	
  Age	
  2	
   Age	
  3	
  through	
  Age	
  5	
  
First	
  Connections	
   SFY-­‐2014	
  thru	
  

Nov.	
  1,	
  2014	
   1,378	
   N/A	
  

Child	
  Health	
  Management	
  
Services	
  (CHMS)	
  

SFY-­‐2014	
   3,232	
   2,120	
  

Developmental	
  Day	
  
Treatment	
  Clinic	
  Services	
  
(DDTCS)	
  

SFY-­‐2014	
  
3,949	
   3,302	
  

	
  

Figure	
  29:	
  Enrollment	
  in	
  ABC	
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  by	
  Primary	
  Language	
  

Child’s	
  Primary	
  Language	
   #	
  Enrolled	
  in	
  ABC	
  program	
  
Spanish	
   4594	
  
Languages	
  Other	
  than	
  English	
   327	
  
	
  

Figure	
  30:	
  Disadvantageous	
  Home	
  Environment	
  Populations	
  and	
  Enrollment	
  in	
  ABC	
  Programs	
  

Children	
  Born	
  to	
  Teens7	
   Birth	
  to	
  Age	
  One	
   %	
  of	
  Children	
  0	
  to	
  K	
  	
  
Total	
  Teen	
  Births	
  for	
  one	
  year	
   4,845	
   5.1%	
  
Estimated	
  Children	
  Born	
  to	
  
Teens	
  0-­‐5	
   24,225	
   5.1%	
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  Children	
   Birth	
  to	
  Five	
   %	
  of	
  Children	
  0	
  to	
  K	
  	
  
Children	
  who	
  are	
  Homeless9	
   3,442	
  	
   	
  
Homeless	
  Children	
  In	
  ABC	
  
program	
   189	
   	
  

	
  

Migrant	
  Children	
   Birth	
  to	
  Five	
   %	
  of	
  Children	
  0	
  to	
  K	
  	
  
Children	
  who	
  are	
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estimates	
  based	
  on	
  ADE	
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  10	
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Migrant	
  Children	
  in	
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  Program	
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Figure 29: Enrollment in ABC Programs by Primary Language

Recent studies point out the value of high-quality pre-K programs for English Language Learners. In 2009, 
Claudia Galindo reported on the education disadvantages of English language learners (ELL). She noted that at 
kindergarten entry, ELL students have significantly lower scores than their peers. The differences decline over 
time but remain through grade five. She concludes that interventions to improve language for minority students 
should begin with preschool education. She also stresses the need to invest in highly-effective pre-K programs 
and highly-effective staff for such programs.[73]

Maggie Severns of New America Foundation published a study [74] in 2012 reviewing Illinois strategies for early 
learning for ELL students. Illinois changed their state law to include state-funded pre-K in public school effort to 
help ELL students. Now teachers must have English as Second Language credentials. Teacher training programs 
and pre-K training programs are adjusting to the new requirements. The new measures also call for pre-K pro-
viders to receive financial support for the resources for ELL students. Longitudinal outcomes are to be tracked 
and funding for evaluation studies is to be established. Finally the law seeks to improve alignment between pre-K 
and K-12.
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Disadvantageous Home Environments
Young teen parents are faced with a multitude of challenges in caring for themselves. The additional responsi-
bility of caring for a young child may be beyond their capacity. Foster children also face long odds. Separation 
weakens family bonds and even short-term stints in foster care can be disruptive to a child’s learning trajectory. 
It is also true that foster care can provide respites from troubled home settings that may be beneficial to a child. 
Migrant or homeless families also are not able to provide a stable home environment that is most conducive to 
learning. Some children may fall into more than one group of these classifications.
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Figure 30: Disadvantageous Home Environment Populations and Enrollment in ABC Programs

There are no officially housed pre-school programs provided by the Arkansas Migrant Education Program 
(ARMEP); however, ARMEP provides limited services and resources to preschool children and their families.  
In 2012-2013, 394 preschool children were served by ARMEP in districts across the state.  The large majority of 
the supports were services such as materials, supplies, books, informational packets, transportation, nutrition, 
limited health services, and referrals to other service providers.

The South Arkansas Migrant Education Cooperative located in Hope, AR provides some instructional services 
to 3- and 4-year-old preschool age students.  A preschool advocate provides instructional services in the child’s 
home approximately four times per year.   Preschool children are included in summer home visits completed in 
each project school district.  In the 2012-2013 program year, 56 migrant children received these instructional 
services.[81]
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Figure 31: 2013 Preschool Migrant children served by the Migrant Service Educational Cooperative

Home Visiting Programs to Support Underserved Families
Home visiting programs meet needs for children who are not in center-based programs. There are several variet-
ies of home visiting programs, each targeting different client needs and different age groups. These programs are 
a valuable resource for addressing needs for underserved children.

Figure 32: Participation of Children with High Needs in Different Types of Early Learning and Developmental 
Programs, by age[82]

Conversely, 90.4 percent of Arkansas families with children birth to three did not receive a new parent home 
visit. [83] 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Access. Arkansas early childhood education programs (including Arkansas Better Chance, Head Start and chil-
dren supported through vouchers in Level 3 of the Better Beginnings program) serve about 56 percent of eligible 
3- and 4-year olds. Some areas of the state have more needs for additional child care slots than others. Of the 18 
census areas, southwest Arkansas has much less access for its children. Populous areas such as Benton, Washing-
ton, Faulkner, Lonoke, and Saline Counties also have much unmet need. Only 2.9 percent of our eligible children 
from birth through age two are served by ABC, Head Start or through vouchers to Level 3 Better Beginnings 
programs. In addition to limitations in the number of funded slots available, concerns about availability of facil-
ities and transportation also limit the ability to serve all of the eligible children in families at 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level.

Funding Needs. The ABC program is Arkansas’s quality pre-K program for 3- and 4-year-olds. It funds provid-
ers at 60 percent of a cost model developed in 2008.  The program currently funds $4,860 per student each year 
for both center-based and licensed family homes. This amount must cover rent or lease for the facilities as well. 
The 40 percent of necessary funding required as match is ostensibly to come from the providers themselves. If 
state K-12 foundation funding were scaled to provide staff for class sizes of 10 students as is required in pre-K, 
foundation funding would equal $10,460 per student. K-12 facilities are funded separately in addition to the 
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34

foundation amount.  Standards should be increased to require a bachelor’s level teacher in each classroom, but 
there is no funding for that increased cost.The last funding increase for the program was in 2008. In the ensu-
ing seven years, there has been no increase for ABC, not even a cost of living increase. During that time, K-12 
adequacy-designated programs were increased by 13.84 percent. There is even less state assistance available for 
infants and toddlers.

Staffing. The Arkansas early childhood education workforce is diverse in terms of educational qualifications, 
professional development opportunities, and availability in rural areas of the state. To improve in quality, pro-
grams must increase the education levels of their staff, reduce class size, and improve professional development. 
ABC requires one teacher with a Bachelor’s degree per twenty students or for every two classrooms. Proposed 
rules state that a child care center director should have a Bachelor’s degree or lower credential with more experi-
ence.

Arkansas has a system called the Traveling Arkansas Professional Pathways (TAPP) that consists of the Arkansas 
Key Content Areas and Competencies, a “roadmap” or structure to show progression in training and competen-
cies, and a registry tracking practitioners, trainers, and available training. Efforts are underway to provide new 
options for working early childhood teachers to increase their credentials and training.

Funding Models and Return on Investment.  Several studies have reported on the return on investment for 
pre-K. James Heckman, a Nobel prize winning economist from the University of Chicago, has led a consortium 
of specialists whose research shows that early childhood development directly influences economic, health and 
social outcomes for individuals and society.  Heckman’s analysis of the Perry Preschool program shows a 7 per-
cent to 10 percent per year return on investment based on increased school and career achievement as well as 
reduced costs in remedial education, health, and criminal justice expenditures. Other studies such as the Nation-
al Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) and the Federal Reserve Bank support these findings. Some 
states fund pre-k through their K-12 formula. Of those that do, some weight the formula for higher costs of 
threes and fours. Oklahoma weights their K-12 formula at 130 percent of the K-12 rate for full day programs.

Evaluation of Early Childhood Education. NIEER has developed pre-k policy standards. Of the 10 standards 
used to gauge the quality of state-funded preschool programs, four involve teacher credentials and training. 
Class size and staff-child ratios are also emphasized in the Quality Standards Checklist, targeting class sizes of 20 
children at the most with no more than 10 children per staff member. Arkansas ranks high, meeting 9 of the 10 
standards. Arkansas does not meet the standard for teacher degree. Five states meet all 10 benchmarks.

One goal of DCCECE has been to update the standards for the education program in pre-k to ensure they are 
aligned with current kindergarten standards so that there is no disconnect in preparing children to be successful 
in the K-12 setting. It was announced July 10, 2014 that the Arkansas Department of Human Services Division of 
Child Care and Early Childhood Education will receive a $1 million grant from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to 
redesign the birth-to-5 standards and identify a new kindergarten entry-assessment tool.  

Arkansas has a Tiered Quality Rating System to evaluate all non-ABC child-care providers. Currently the pro-
grams have three levels. Arkansas’s highest level-Level 3 is not equivalent to the highest level programs in other 
states.

There have been two longitudinal studies of the Arkansas Better Chance program. The study by the Arkansas Re-
search Center found that for students with no known pre-k experience, 70 percent from higher-income families 
entered kindergarten with a rating of developed, while only 41 percent of economically disadvantaged students 
were developed. ABC improves the percentage of children entering kindergarten at the developed level. Half of 
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economically disadvantaged students that attended ABC were developed, nearly 10 percent more students than 
those with no known pre-K.

Underserved Populations. With its comparatively high level of poverty among children under five, Arkansas’s 
resources to meet the needs of low-income children is difficult. Additional concerns include substantial service 
delivery challenges in many of the more isolated rural areas. When low-income children have special needs, the 
ability of current early childhood education programs to meet increased levels of need is strained. Underserved 
low-income children may have physical or developmental disabilities, live in unstable homes, or in homes where 
English is not spoken. They have needs for more resources than even other low-income peers, yet they often have 
less access to programs and providers that can meet their needs.  

Recommendations.
• Arkansas should invest in its future workforce through early childhood education.
• Additional funding is needed to sustain the current Arkansas Better Chance program at its current level of 

service. It would take $14 million to equal the Consumer Price Index since the last funding increase.
• To expand the reach of the Arkansas Better Chance program, additional need must be met for eligible 3- and 

4-year-olds at the current eligibility requirement of 200 percent of the federal poverty level.
• Programs to expand access to children beyond the 200 percent of FPL, should be considered after funding 

current slots and funding access at the current eligibility level.
• Other licensed child care providers, including those serving infants and toddlers, need funding and incen-

tives to improve quality by reducing class sizes and raising credentials required for care-givers.
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