House Budget Ends Pre-K in Public Schools, Limits Access

The House of Representatives budget abolishes state-funded pre-kindergarten, More at Four, despite its proven track record of excellence. 

· North Carolina is ranked first in quality for pre-kindergarten the last six years by early childhood researchers at Rutgers University. 
· More at Four is proven to boost the achievement of economically disadvantaged children on third grade reading and math tests.

The House budget replaces state pre-kindergarten, More at Four, with a child care subsidy program administered by the Department of Health and Human Services.

· This change will result in the withdrawal of public schools from pre-kindergarten, the erosion of teacher quality and the limitation of access to pre-kindergarten for the neediest children.   
· Debate in the House Appropriations Committee made clear that the decision to fundamentally change the state’s investment in pre-kindergarten education was made without proper due diligence.  The serious impact it will have on our state’s most vulnerable young children, on pre-kindergarten teachers, and on our local public school systems and child care centers reflects the lack of consultation with state-level administrators and experts charged with operating state pre-kindergarten. 
· Before the State moves forward in such a destructive way, more study is warranted specific to the concerns raised here in consultation with the State Board of Education, the Department of Public Instruction, and Local Education Agencies.

Consequences of the House Budget
1. Jeopardizes over 1,230 public pre-kindergarten classrooms and local school district oversight

There are significant barriers for public schools to continue their current pre-kindergarten classrooms.
  
· The budget bill requires public school pre-kindergarten classrooms to be licensed as child care programs by the Division of Child Development.  
· This facility licensure requirement is unnecessary and costly, since public schools are regulated under public school law, and will result in a significant loss of pre-kindergarten services in public schools.

The budget bill eliminates the coordination of state funding with federal pre-kindergarten funding, including Title I Pre-K, IDEA Preschool for Children with Disabilities and Head Start, resulting in a newly divided, less efficient and lower quality pre-kindergarten system.  

· Over $45M in federal funding is combined with More at Four dollars at the classroom level. The flow of More at Four dollars to school districts has motivated local contribution of Title I dollars for pre-kindergarten, has contributed to the local match for Head Start grantees, and has enabled more than 650 inclusive classrooms serving general and exceptional children populations.
· The coordination of federal and state funds has enabled the adoption of More at Four quality standards across all pre-kindergarten classrooms in NC.

· Elimination of the public infrastructure for pre-kindergarten forces a return to primarily self-contained public pre-kindergarten classrooms for children with disabilities (i.e. only serving special needs children).
· This return will limit options and erode pre-kindergarten education quality for children with disabilities. 
· Since inclusion for children with disabilities is a civil and educational right, any change that reduces the availability of inclusive classrooms potentially imposes a financial and legal burden on local education agencies to fund appropriate services in the private sector for children with disabilities. 

2. Undermines the licensed pre-kindergarten teacher workforce 

The cornerstone of the current education model for state-funded pre-kindergarten is a workforce of teachers with a BA in early education or a related field, plus a license in early education. 
 
· This standard for pre-kindergarten classrooms is applied to all pre-k settings in NC– public schools, private licensed child care centers and Head Start.  
· Effective curriculum implementation and teaching practices that best serve our state’s most disadvantaged four-year-olds requires professional teachers.  
· Teachers with at least a BA and Birth-Kindergarten license (i.e. current More at Four requirements) have generated greater student learning gains on literacy assessments than teachers without this level of education.   

The continued work of an appropriately trained teacher workforce in public and private settings is severely threatened by the new funding model.

· The House proposal uses 20% less funds that now to serve similar numbers or more children through the child care subsidy system for a longer day and year.  
· The bill eliminates the Office of Early Learning’s Teacher Licensure Unit, which provides mentoring and evaluation services to pre-kindergarten teachers in private and non-profit centers to support NC Birth – Kindergarten licensure and ensure effective teaching practices. Also eliminated is the alignment with NC Professional Teaching Standards and the NC Professional Educator Evaluation System.

3. Restricts access for the most needy children

The transformation of pre-kindergarten to that of child-care restricts access for the most disadvantaged children by requiring a parent co-pay of up to 10% of household income.
  
· 55 percent of More at Four’s current population have never previously been served by a child care program. The child care subsidy system has been shown to not reach some of the state’s poorest children that are served by More at Four.
· Capacity problems in the private sector in many counties will exacerbate access problems for low-income parents once public schools exit pre-kindergarten. Public schools currently educate over 17000 state-funded pre-kindergarten children.


  
