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Introduction

Increasingly, school districts and county offices of edu-
cation that once considered early childhood education 
programs to be outside their core mission are expand-
ing their focus and investment in the early years. 
Many are motivated by a realization that achieve-
ment gaps are best addressed before children enroll 
in kindergarten.

An established and respected body of research under-
scores the importance of early learning to children’s 
later success in school and life. Additional evidence indi-
cates that the implementation and expansion of early 
learning programs are feasible. In the words of Deborah 
Stipek, a Stanford University scholar who has studied 
the early learning landscape in California for decades: 

“There is strong evidence that early intervention can be 
done at scale with long-term benefits—both for the 
participating children and for society.”1

From the California State Preschool Program to Head 
Start to transitional kindergarten and beyond, a variety 
of opportunities and funding streams make it possible for 
California school districts to play an active role in helping 
children get a strong start in elementary school.

California’s 2019-20 budget, passed in June 2019, 
includes significant new investments to improve and 
expand access to care and education for young children. 
This includes $300 million to build more kindergarten 
classrooms in order for districts that provide part-day 
programs to shift to full-day kindergarten. The budget 
also invests an additional $1.8 billion to expand access 
to preschool to an additional 10,000 more low-income 
4-year-olds and subsidized childcare to an additional 
21,000 children. The budget also invests $195 million 

in workforce professional development and education for 
early education programs. CSBA will continue to monitor 
how these investments impact school districts and county 
offices of education.

The Early Childhood Education  
Landscape in California

For the purposes of this brief, early childhood education 
includes transitional kindergarten (TK), expanded transi-
tional kindergarten, the California State Preschool Program, 
Head Start, general child care and development programs 
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adhering to state Title 5 regulations, Title I-funded pre-
school programs, and private preschool programs that 
serve 3- and 4-year-old children. The array of early 
childhood education programs available in California is 
sometimes referred to as a system, though it could more 
accurately be called a patchwork, given the variety of 
funding streams, eligibility requirements, and administer-
ing agencies.

What follows is a more detailed description of the publicly 
funded programs in California:

»» Transitional Kindergarten. A school-based, pub-
licly funded program year for children who turn 5 
between September 2 and December 2, TK is consid-
ered the first year of a two-year kindergarten program 
that uses a modified kindergarten curriculum. There 
is no means testing or income threshold to qualify for 
TK. Prior to the advent of TK, these children were for-
merly admitted to kindergarten. All California districts 
that provide kindergarten are required to also offer TK 
to eligible children. The same credentialing require-
ments that apply to kindergarten teachers apply to 
TK teachers. In addition, TK teachers hired after July 1, 
2015, are required to have completed 24 units of Early 
Childhood Education/Child Development; to have 
comparable professional experience with preschool-
age children, as determined by the school district; or 
to hold a child development teacher permit issued by 
the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing.2

»» Expanded Transitional Kindergarten. As part 
of the 2015–16 state budget, the Governor and 
Legislature authorized districts to expand their TK 
programs to enroll children that turn 5 after the 
December 2 cutoff. When children turn 5, they begin 
generating Average Daily Attendance dollars for their 
school district.3 Several school districts have expand-
ed TK to younger children, including Alum Rock, Los 
Angeles, and Pasadena.4

»» California State Preschool Program. The part-
day or full-day program for 3- or 4-year-old children 
from families whose income is at or below 70 per-
cent of the California State median income, which is 
recalculated annually.5 Other eligible children include 
those experiencing homelessness or receiving pro-
tective services.6 The program provides preschool 
curriculum as well as meals and snacks to children, 
education for parents, and referrals to health and 
social services for families.

»» Head Start. The federal program for children from 
families who earn less than $24,250 annually (for a 
family of four).7 It provides preschool and nutrition for 
3- and 4-year-olds and support services for their fami-
lies and is administered by a variety of local agencies, 
including school districts.

»» General Child Care and Development. State and 
federally funded programs that provide education, 
nutrition, and care to income-eligible children from 
birth through age 12 in centers and family child care 
home networks administered by public or private 
agencies and local educational agencies.8

»» Title I-funded Preschool: Federal Title I supplemental 
funds, allocated to school districts based on counts of 
low-income children, may be used to fund kindergar-
ten-readiness programs. A number of California school 
districts invest Title I funds in early childhood education.

Link Between Quality Early Childhood 
Education and Later Success in School

The period before children enroll in kindergarten is one 
of dramatic brain growth and development. Appropriate 
and nurturing stimulation is essential for children to build 
the neural pathways, social skills, and self-confidence 
that will later help them succeed in school.

The foundation children bring with them to school is 
incredibly important, but not all of them start on the same 
footing. Researchers report that by age 3, for instance, chil-
dren from high-income families have double the vocabulary 

of same-age children from low-income families.9

Stanford researchers note that California has one of the 
largest achievement gaps in the nation, and that its low-
income students appear to have fewer opportunities to 
prepare for kindergarten than similar children in other 
states. These scholars suggest that “California’s poor per-
formance relative to that of other states lies not in the gains 
students make from third grade on, but in the dispropor-
tionate achievement gap when children enter kindergarten. 
Efforts to close the achievement gap clearly need to begin 
long before school entry.”10,11 

Research shows that quality early childhood education pro-
grams—using a curriculum that emphasizes play, along with 
purposeful teaching to build social-emotional and readiness 
skills—can help narrow those gaps, and that children who 
have access to these programs enjoy an advantage over 
those who do not.12 Indeed, rigorous studies show that 



CSBA | Governance Brief | September 2019	 3

education have significantly better prereading skills com-
pared to their peers who do not. Research also indicates 
that programs that support children’s home language 
in the early years are more successful than English-only 
programs.22 Early childhood education programs that are 
most successful with dual-language learner children have 
at least one adult in the classroom who can speak the 
home language and have general staff who can support 
the culture of the home. This underscores the importance 
of a diverse and culturally competent teacher workforce, 
as well as linguistically appropriate programs and prac-
tices, in early childhood education settings.23

Findings on Transitional Kindergarten

In 2017, an American Institutes for Research (AIR) team 
reported significant benefits for children enrolled in TK pro-
grams in California.24 This rigorously designed study found 
that TK has a positive effect for children enrolled across all 
language, literacy, and mathematics outcomes at kinder-
garten entry, compared to their control-group peers who 
were not enrolled.

The largest positive effect was related to a better ability to 
identify letters and words in kindergarten (equating to a 
six-month learning advantage) and problem-solving skills 
in math (a three-month learning advantage). This advan-
tage was more pronounced for English learners, who 
had a 7.5-month advantage in word and letter identifica-
tion and a six-month advantage in problem solving upon 
entering kindergarten. And while overall, non-TK students 

Figure 1: Average Scores of TK Students and  
Comparison Students

 TK     Comparison

Letter Word 
Identification

Phonological 
Awareness

Quantitative 
Concepts

Applied 
Problems

17.45

22.4

17.69
15.73

10.59
9.6

18.54
17.06

Source: American Institutes for Research (2017)

quality early childhood education helps build a stronger 
foundation in language, literacy, and numeracy (early math) 
skills. Researchers studying New Jersey’s exemplary Abbott 
preschools, for example, found that disadvantaged children 
who participated in two full years of early childhood educa-
tion had significantly higher vocabulary and math skills than 
children who did not participate.13 California researchers 
report particularly strong impacts for Latino children and 
children of immigrant parents—two groups strongly rep-
resented in many California school districts.14,15

Equally important, children in early childhood education have 
the chance to develop the social and self-regulation skills that 
are essential for success in school, such as interacting with 
teachers and peers in positive ways, solving problems with 
increasing independence, and learning to focus their attention.16

Further, studies show that a child who does not have the 
opportunity to participate in quality early childhood edu-
cation is 25 percent more likely to drop out of school,17 40 
percent more likely to become a teenage parent,18 and 
70 percent more likely to commit a crime,19 compared to 
socioeconomically similar peers who had the opportunity 
to attend quality early childhood education.

Link to Success for Dual  
Language Learners

More than a third of California children enter kindergarten 
speaking a primary language other than English, and their 
proportion of the school population is growing.20 Their 
status as dual-language learners brings advantages but 
also challenges, with many entering kindergarten behind 
their peers on measures of readiness and lagging in read-
ing achievement at the end of first grade.21

Quality early childhood education is a sound strategy for 
addressing these challenges early. Children from non-
English-speaking homes who attend early childhood 

“The skills gap found at kindergarten entry 
suggests that California’s lag in academic 
achievement arises before children even  

enter the schoolhouse door.”

—Sean Reardon, Professor of Poverty and  
Inequality in Education, Stanford University
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appeared to catch up with their TK peers on most measures 
(except for letter and word identification) at the end of kin-
dergarten, the impact of TK on the literacy and mathematics 
skills of low-income and Latino students persisted through 
kindergarten. To add context as to why non-TK students 
appeared to catch up, the authors note: “It is not unexpect-
ed that non-TK students will ‘catch up’ in kindergarten, as 
teachers may focus their attention on students who need 
the most support to be ready for first grade.”

The AIR researchers also found little difference in the impact of 
TK by classroom characteristics (standalone versus combination 
classrooms or half-day versus full-day programs) or instructional 
characteristics (the assessed quality of teacher–child interac-
tions). According to the researchers: “These findings suggest 
TK’s positive impact for students may be driven by the charac-
teristics that TK programs have in common (and that make TK 
a unique approach to early childhood education): credentialed 
teachers with bachelor’s degrees, close alignment with kinder-
garten, and inclusion of students from all income-levels.”

Return on Investment of Early  
Childhood Education 

The majority of research makes clear that the academic 
and social benefits of quality early childhood education 
are far reaching. For school board members, the fiscal 
benefits may be just as important. Quality early childhood 
education can reduce the need for later remediation or spe-
cial services that are costly to both schools and children. For 
example, researchers at Duke University followed a group 

of children enrolled in a high-quality early childhood educa-
tion program in North Carolina as they progressed through 
elementary school. By third grade, the early childhood 
education group had 39 percent fewer special education 
placements compared to similar children who did not 
attend the early childhood education program.25

These benefits, along with the broader benefits to soci-
ety described earlier, add up to savings of $8 for every 
$1 invested up front.26 Nobel Laureate economist James 
Heckman has documented these returns, illustrated in 
the graphic below, to show that quality early childhood 
education programs are among the most cost-effective 
education investments that schools and society can make.

Additional Benefits to School Districts

Early childhood education programs can help better 
engage families in school life and education. Those dis-
tricts that offer the strongest and most accessible early 
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Figure 2. Rate of Return to Investment in Human Capital  
at Different Ages

Source: Heckman and LaFontaine (2007).

“Early childhood development is perhaps  
the strongest investment we could make  

on a raw return-on-investment basis.”

—James Heckman,  
Nobel Laureate in Economics
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childhood education options have early learning advan-
tages over district, charter, or private schools without 
such programs. Those advantages, in turn, can add up 
to significant accrual of Average Daily Attendance over 
time, as families enrolling their children in early child-
hood education build relationships with schools and 
fellow parents, and ideally with the school district.27

In addition, school districts that establish strong TK and 
State Preschool programs have an opportunity to focus 
squarely on alignment across programs from early child-
hood education through third grade, so each year of 
learning is connected to and builds upon the prior year, 
and early gains can be sustained or strengthened as chil-
dren progress through the primary grades.28

The Importance of Quality in  
Early Childhood Education

Research on the benefits of early childhood educa-
tion strongly underscores the importance of quality 
in achieving positive results for children. Positive and 
engaging interactions between children and teachers 
and caregivers are the most important contributors 
to gains in language, literacy, math, and social skills.29 
Children benefit most when teachers build on children’s 
interests, provide related learning opportunities, and 
engage  in  back and forth conversations—known as 
verbal serve and return—to discuss and elaborate on a 
given subject.30 While many model preschool programs 
feature teachers with a bachelor’s degree, early child-
hood experts note that other effective early childhood 
education programs do not. They explain that, most 
importantly, teachers need a particular set of skills, 
including the ability “to relate well with very young chil-
dren who are rapidly changing across multiple domains 
of child development and know how to embed play with 
learning. In order to do that, teachers need to under-
stand child development and know what children are 
like as they grow from infants to preschoolers.”31

More easily measured structural features of qual-
ity, such as class size, child–teacher ratios, and teacher 
qualifications create the conditions for stimulating 
and supportive teacher–child interactions—but do not 
guarantee them. The Learning Policy Institute recom-
mends 10 important elements of high-quality programs 
that are supported by a substantial body of research.32 
These elements offer school board members and district 
administrators important insights about effective pro-
grams. They include:

1.	 Well-prepared early childhood education teachers 
who provide engaging interactions and classroom 
environments that support learning;

2.	 Ongoing support for early childhood education 
teachers, including coaching and mentoring;

3.	 Comprehensive early learning standards and curricu-
la that address the whole child, are developmentally 
appropriate, and are effectively implemented;

4.	 Assessments that consider children’s academic, social-
emotional, and physical progress, and contribute to 
instructional and program planning;

5.	 Support for English learners and students with  
special needs;

6.	 Meaningful family engagement;

7.	 Sufficient learning time, including full-day, year-round 
programs over multiple years;

8.	 Small class sizes with low student–teacher ratios that 
facilitate meaningful teacher–child interactions. A class 
size of 20 with a student–staff ratio of 10:1 is the larg-
est acceptable by general professional standards;

9.	 Program assessments that measure structural quality 
and classroom interactions; and

10.	 A well-implemented state quality rating and improve-
ment system that establishes quality standards and 
supports continuous improvement efforts.

It is important to note that not all of the laws and reg-
ulations governing California’s public early education 
programs require adherence to the best practice quality 
standards recommended above. Some school districts and 
local First 5 Commissions have chosen to invest local or 
federal dollars to enhance quality beyond the level now 
required by the state.

Outcomes Depend on Quality  
and Alignment

The importance of quality and alignment with other 
systems to sustain benefits is reflected in outcomes for 
students, as not all early learning programs have shown 
uniformly strong results. An examination of Tennessee’s 
state-funded preschool program, for example, showed 
that gains made before starting kindergarten faded by the 
time participating children reached third grade.33 A key 
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takeaway from the Tennessee program may be that good 
results for children are difficult to produce in programs 
that lack key aspects of quality, or that lack alignment 
with quality primary education. The Tennessee program 
did not have all of the high-quality standards supported 
by research, nor alignment with expectations of the pri-
mary grades.

New California research underscores that alignment 
between early childhood education and K-12 in California 
is very much a work in progress.34 The state has several 
strong foundational elements in place that increase its like-
lihood. For instance: Well-regarded, state-developed and 
approved standards—known as the California Preschool 
Learning Foundations—and accompanying curriculum 
frameworks have been created and aligned to the state’s 
academic standards for K-12. These foundations and frame-
works are used by all State Preschool programs and in some 
TK programs.

Professional Development in  
Support of Quality

Like their peers in the K-12 system, early childhood edu-
cation teachers, staff, and program leaders benefit from 
job-embedded professional learning opportunities. In the 
early childhood education setting, coaching and mentor-
ing have been identified as effective strategies to build 
educator capacity and reduce teacher turnover.35,36 In 
addition, collaborative professional development that 
brings together educators from early childhood education 
and early elementary grades can develop and deepen a 
shared understanding of child development and school 
readiness expectations.37,38,39

School districts can use local and federal funds to support 
professional learning opportunities. State educator effec-
tiveness funds, federal Title I and Title II funds, and the 
Local Control Funding Formula may all be used to support 
professional development.

Link Between Quality and Full and  
Fair Funding

The connection between preschool quality and student 
outcomes is further highlighted in a recent report by the 
Learning Policy Institute. Given that it is well-established 
that high-quality preschool improves a range of outcomes 
for students, the essential question is “how to design 
and implement programs that ensure public preschool 
investments consistently deliver on their promise.”40 The 
report further points out that implementing high-quality 

preschool programs is both complex and expensive and 
that sustained benefits likely require investments in chil-
dren and their families that also persist from preschool 
through grade school and beyond.”41 This report indicates 
that the conversation about quality in preschool goes 
hand in hand with a conversation about full and fair fund-
ing for public schools, from early childhood education 
through 12th grade. 

Unmet Need for Early Childhood 
Education in California

Despite mounting evidence of developmental and fiscal 
benefits, and despite encouraging state and local rein-
vestment following the Great Recession, many children 
from low and middle-income families still lack access 
to quality early childhood education in California. The 
American Institutes for Research reported in 2016 that 
some 33,000 eligible 4-year-olds (16 percent) did not 
have a space in the subsidized programs for which they 
were eligible. Roughly four times as many 3-year-olds 
(about 137,000 or 40 percent) who were eligible did not 
have a space in subsidized programs.42 Moreover, many 
middle-class families are ineligible for subsidies and 
struggle to afford quality private early childhood educa-
tion, which can cost more than $10,000 annually for a 

part-day program.

Linking Resources to Expand Access

While a subsequent brief will focus on strategies for 
expanding access to preschool, there are several actions 
that districts can consider. For example, many districts 
have moved to deliver and improve early learning by mak-
ing smart use of federal, state, and local resources. The 
most creative among them are stitching together these 
funding streams to create full-day opportunities that 
make the most sense for working families. School districts 
can, for example, serve the same low-income child in a 
morning TK program and an afternoon California State 
Preschool Program classroom, so long as the programs are 
delivered subsequently and not simultaneously.43

For districts that operate both expanded TK programs 
and State Preschool, the enrollment of larger numbers of 
4-year-olds in TK opens the opportunity to serve more 
low-income 3-year-olds in State Preschool. Provided the 
programs are geared to the developmental needs of 
younger children and are of high quality, this creates an 
optimal early childhood education continuum for low-
income children.
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Conclusion

Given unmet needs and the movement toward expanding 
access to early childhood education by Governor Newsom, 
school districts and COEs have an important opportunity to 
support the kindergarten readiness of early learners. Board 
members also play an important role by asking questions, 
setting goals, and approving resources that expand access 
to quality early childhood education programs in their 
communities. To support these efforts, subsequent briefs 
will focus on the specific topics of expanding access to 
preschool and kindergarten, including an overview of the 
landscape in California, recommendations for districts and 
county offices of education to consider, and opportunities 
to look forward to in the near future.

Resources
»» GAMUT Online. CSBA’s policy tool includes sample 

policies and administrative regulations for subscribers, 
available at www.gamutonline.net

»» BP/AR 5148—Child Care and Development
»» BP/AR 5148.3—Preschool/Early Childhood  

Education
»» BP 6170.1—Transitional Kindergarten

»» Meeting California’s Challenge: Key Ingredients for 
Student Success (2017). CSBA report highlights eight 
research-supported investments that can support students 
in achieving their potential, including investing in early sup-
port and services. Available at https://bit.ly/2DKN5Ny 

»» Untangling the Evidence on Preschool Effectiveness: 
Insights for Policymakers (2019). Learning Policy 
Institute report that includes reviews of evaluations of 
21 public preschool programs, finding that quality pre-
school programs improve student success. Available at 
https://bit.ly/2Iu6A1n 

8.	 How do we coordinate with non-district providers, 
including Head Start and First 5, on school readi-
ness activities, especially in providing opportunities 
for collaborative professional development?

»» Could we convene them in a joint con-
versation about our mutual roles in pro-
moting kindergarten readiness?

9.	 Do we address pre-kindergarten in our Local 
Control and Accountability Plan?

Questions for Board Members

As board members and district and county office of 
education (COE) staff focus on early learning, under-
standing the school district’s baseline for such learning 
is important. To establish this context and encourage 
an informed discussion among the governance team, 
several key questions are important to ask.

1.	 How many children are enrolled in our district in 
TK (4-year-olds), CSPP (3- and 4-year-olds), and 
Head Start (3- and 4-year-olds), and how many 
are on waiting lists for these programs?

2.	 Have we done any fiscal modeling of what it would 
cost to invest more significantly in early learning? 
What could we save over time by doing that?

3.	 What is needed in the district to increase access 
and quality in early childhood education? 

4.	 How does the district/COE ensure high quality 
in all the early learning programs we provide?

»» What are the adult–child ratios and class 
sizes in TK? Have we considered investing 
local or federal dollars to improve them?

»» Do we use developmentally appropriate 
curriculum for 4-year-olds in TK?

»» Do we go beyond minimum state permit 
requirements when we hire teachers for 
our California State Preschool Program? 
Do we pay them a livable wage?

5.	 Do our early childhood education teachers, 
staff, directors, and principals engage in early 
learning-focused professional development on 
a regular basis, comparable to the quality and 
frequency of PD that is available in K-3?

6.	 What are we doing to promote alignment of 
our early childhood education to third grade 
programs?

7.	 Do we have good relationships and communi-
cation with our COE and private and nonprofit 
early childhood education and childcare pro-
viders in our community?

https://www.csba.org/ProductsAndServices/AllServices/Gamut.aspx
http://www.gamutonline.net
https://www.csba.org/-/media/CSBA/Files/GovernanceResources/Reports/201705CaChallenge2017.ashx?la=en&rev=1714c50e17cd467a89ea1f786b4ed531
https://www.csba.org/-/media/CSBA/Files/GovernanceResources/Reports/201705CaChallenge2017.ashx?la=en&rev=1714c50e17cd467a89ea1f786b4ed531
https://bit.ly/2DKN5Ny
https://bit.ly/2Iu6A1n
https://bit.ly/2Iu6A1n
https://bit.ly/2Iu6A1n
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»» Early Childhood Education in California (2018). 
Stanford brief on California’s ECE landscape, part of the 
new Getting Down to Facts II studies. Available at https://
bit.ly/2RorbDv

»» The Impact of Transitional Kindergarten on California 
Students (2017). American Institutes for Research 
study on the impact of TK in California. Available at 
https://bit.ly/2HDbf0f

»» The Building Blocks of High-Quality Early Childhood 
Education Programs (2016). Learning Policy Institute 
brief on elements of quality programs. Available at 
https://bit.ly/2GcgHFl

»» California Preschool Learning Foundations. California 
state standards for preschool programs. Available at 
https://bit.ly/2FVrlkg 

»» Preschool English Learners: Principles and Practices 
to Promote Language, Literacy, and Learning (2009). 
CDE resource guide to support preschool English learners. 
Available at https://bit.ly/1SWlyYF

12	 Grusky, D.B., et al. (2015). Why is there so much poverty in 
California? Stanford University Center on Poverty and Inequality. 
Retrieved from https://stanford.io/2VTHLCb 

13	 Barnett, W. S., Jung, K., Youn, M., & Frede, E.C. (2013). Abbott 
preschool program longitudinal effects study: Fifth grade follow-
up. National Institute for Early Education Research. Retrieved 
from bit.ly/2MFMFe8 

14	 Gottfried, M.A. (2014). ELL school readiness and pre-kindergarten 
care. Educational Policy, 31, 39-72. Retrieved from bit.ly/2sWPC16 

15	 Gottfried, M.A., & Kim, H.Y. (2015). Formal versus Informal pre-
kindergarten care and school readiness for children in immigrant 
families: A synthesis review. Educational Research Review, 16, 
85-101. Available at bit.ly/2Uukd1A 

16	 Boyd, J., Barnett, W.S., Bodrova, E., Leong, D.J., & Gomby, D. 
(2005). Promoting children’s social and emotional develop-
ment through preschool education. National Institute for Early 
Education Research. Retrieved from bit.ly/2DJUrAP  

17	 Ounce of Prevention Fund. Why investments in early childhood 
work. Retrieved from bit.ly/2DLqxw9 

18	 Campbell, F.A, Ramey, C.T, Pungello, E., Sparling, J., & Miller-
Johnson, S. (2002). Early childhood education: Young adult 
outcomes from the abecedarian project. Applied Developmental 
Science, 6(1). Available at bit.ly/2s7zPwe 

19	 Reynolds, A.J., Temple, J.A., Robertson, D.L., & Mann, E.A. 
(2001). Long-term effects of an early childhood intervention 
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from bit.ly/2HI2Fxz 
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California. Retrieved from bit.ly/2GdIipG  
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