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The Promise of Preschool for Narrowing Readiness and
Achievement Gaps Among California Children

alifornia has fallen behind on many key
indicators of education performance,
prompting policymakers to look for strate-
gies to improve student outcomes. Among
the policy options being considered is the pos-
sibility of expanding public funding for preschool
education as part of a broader agenda of educa-
tion reform. To provide a foundation for evaluat-
ing the potential of such an expansion and how
best to implement it, the RAND Corporation
is undertaking the California Preschool Study,
which seeks a better understanding of
* the size of achievement shortfalls overall
in the early elementary grades and gaps
in school performance between groups—
defined, for example, by race-ethnicity or
socioeconomic status—and the potential for
preschool education to close existing gaps
* how publicly funded early care and education
programs are structured and how effectively
early care and education funds are being spent
* rates of access to high-quality early learning
programs among California’s children.

This research brief summarizes the findings
of the first part of the study, which is on school
achievement and the potential of preschool to
make a difference.

Many Students Are Performing Below
State Standards

Despite rising student achievement levels in
recent years, California still has a long way to

go before reaching the goal of having all second
and third graders attain proficiency in English-
language arts and mathematics as measured by
the California Standards Tests (CSTs). As seen
in Figure 1, in 2007, the most recent test year, 52
percent of second graders and 63 percent of third
graders did not achieve grade-level proficiency in
English-language arts. The equivalent percent-

Key findings:

e Between 40 and 60 percent of California’s
second and third graders are not achieving
grade-level proficiency in core subjects.

These percentages are even higher for some
groups—e.g., Latinos, African Americans,
English learners, children of parents with low
education levels, and children in economi-
cally disadvantaged families.

These achievement differences have early
roots: The same groups of students behind
by the second and third grades are also
behind in kindergarten and first grade, and
at kindergarten entry.

High-quality preschool programs have

been demonstrated to advance school
readiness, raise achievement, and improve
other education outcomes. The promise of
preschool for closing achievement gaps in
California is the focus of further investigation
as part of the RAND Corporation California
Preschool Study.

ages for mathematics performance were 41 and
42 percent. These figures translate into roughly
200,000 students in each of those grades per-
forming below proficiency in math and a quarter
of a million or more performing below profi-
ciency in English-language arts.

The statewide CST assessments are not given
in kindergarten and first grades, but other data
provide a picture of early reading skills. Of the
children taking a reading-skills assessment in 17
school districts that provided data to RAND,
from 45 to 49 percent of first graders and from
33 to 57 percent of kindergartners, depending on
specific curriculum assessment and school year,
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Figure 1
Many Second- and Third-Grade California Students Do Not Achieve Proficiency in Key Subjects
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SOURCE: Authors’ calculations using 2007 California Standards Test data.

NOTE: The approximate number of students who are not proficient is shown inside each bar.

did not meet reading benchmark standards at the end of the
school year, which we take to approximate a proficiency level
at those ages. Though not representative of students statewide,
as the CST data are, these kindergarten and first-grade results
signal that shortfalls in achievement may have early roots.

There Are Large Differences Between Groups

of Children

The percentages of children performing below proficiency on
the CST show dramatic variations when broken down by the
children’s race-ethnicity, their English-language fluency, their
parents’ education, and their economic status. As illustrated
in Figure 2 for third-grade English-language arts (in which
longer bars mean a larger percentage of students are not pro-
ficient), Hispanic or Latino and black or African American
students consistently trail their non-Hispanic white coun-
terparts, English learners are behind English-only students,
and there are large shortfalls for those whose parents have less
education or who are in economically disadvantaged families.
Similar patterns exist for second grade and for mathematics
performance in the two grades.

The differences between those who are ahead and those
who are behind are stark. For example, in third-grade
English-language arts (see Figure 2):

* Hispanic or Latino students achieve proficiency at a rate
33 percentage points less than whites do, while the gap
between black or African Americans and whites is 28
percentage points.

* English learners lag native English speakers by 31 per-
centage points.

* Over 50 percentage points separate students whose par-
ents have less than a high school degree from those whose
parents have education beyond a college degree.

It should be kept in mind that, in spite of these differ-
ences among groups, even the more advantaged students
score below proficiency at substantial rates. For example,
in third grade, 30 percent of children whose parents have
more than a college education do not achieve proficiency
in English-language arts, and proficiency is not attained by
44 percent of students classified as not economically
disadvantaged.

Of course, to some extent, the groups that fall short
of state standards include the same children. For example,
many Hispanics or Latinos are English learners or are
economically disadvantaged, and vice versa. The RAND
researchers used statistical techniques to isolate these differ-
ences and found that they cannot be “explained away.” That
is, when they compared Hispanic and white children with
the same English-language fluency, parental education, and
economic status, there is still a disparity, albeit a smaller one.
The same is true of the other groups when holding all other
factors measured in the CST data constant. Thus, meaning-
ful, independent differences in student achievement exist
along multiple dimensions: race-ethnicity, English-language
fluency, parental education, and economic status.

Achievement Differences in Second and Third
Grade Are Mirrored at Earlier Ages

These patterns of differences between groups of students do
not suddenly appear in second grade. The RAND research-
ers assembled various sources of data to assess achievement
differences between groups of students in kindergarten and
first grade and readiness gaps at kindergarten entry. Reading-
skills assessments taken by children in some districts show
that kindergartners and first graders exhibit some of the same
patterns. For example, English learners perform less well



Figure 2

Different Groups of Students Miss Achieving Proficiency by Widely Varying Amounts
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than native English speakers, and blacks or African Ameri-
cans and Hispanics or Latinos less well than whites. These
patterns are also evident in early-kindergarten assessments of
cognitive and socioemotional readiness for school. In sum,
the same groups of students that are behind by second and
third grades were also behind when they entered school.

Preschool Appears Promising for Narrowing
Achievement Gaps

Given the shortfalls in student proficiency relative to state
standards in the primary grades, and given the disparities
among groups evident even at the start of kindergarten,
some means of boosting school readiness, especially for the
disadvantaged, might seem attractive. Could preschool serve
this purpose?

Scientifically rigorous studies show that well-designed
preschool programs serving three- and four-year-olds can
improve school readiness and raise performance on academic
achievement tests in the early elementary grades. Some stud-

ies with longer-term follow-up show such benefits as achieve-
ment gains and reduced special education use through the
middle school years, and higher rates of high school comple-
tion. The effects in the early grades have been demonstrated
not only for small-scale model programs, but also for large-
scale publicly funded programs currently operating in a num-
ber of states, e.g., Michigan, New Jersey, and Oklahoma.
While this evidence base is strongest for programs serving
more-disadvantaged students, findings from Oklahoma’s uni-
versal preschool programs show benefits in terms of school
readiness across diverse groups of children.

However, whether expanded preschool enrollment or
higher quality in existing programs will narrow readiness
or achievement gaps among those in early grades in Cali-
fornia depends on the extent to which children are already
enrolled in high-quality preschool programs. In a compan-
ion analysis that is part of the California Preschool Study,
RAND researchers will be examining newly collected data
to determine the extent of participation in high-quality




preschool programs across groups of California’s children. If

access or quality is lower for those for whom the shortfalls in

achievement are so stark, it will suggest that there is room for
expanded access to and/or quality improvements in preschool
to help California improve student outcomes.

At the same time, while the effects of preschool are large
in comparison to other educational interventions, preschool
alone is unlikely to greatly reduce the large gaps in student
performance evident in the early grades. Moreover, the extent

to which preschool narrows the current gaps is likely to
depend on the nature of the change in preschool policy rela-
tive to the status quo, such as whether preschool is expanded
on a targeted basis or across all children. Nevertheless, the
size of the achievement shortfalls and the strength of the
scientific evidence demonstrating benefits from well-designed
preschool programs make a strong case for considering pre-
school as a component of a multipronged strategy for achiev-
ing proficiency for all California students. m

The study summarized in this research brief was based on data from the California Standards Test for second and third graders and on data from multiple sources on children
in kindergarten and first grade. The RAND California Preschool Study was requested by the California Governor’s Committee on Education Excellence, the California State
Superintendent of Public Instruction, the Speaker of the California State Assembly, and the President pro Tempore of the California State Senate. Funding was provided by The
David and Lucile Packard Foundation, W. K. Kellogg Foundation, The Pew Charitable Trusts through the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER), The W. Clem-
ent and Jessie V. Stone Foundation, and Los Angeles Universal Preschool (LAUP). The project has been guided by an advisory group of academic researchers, policy experts,

and practitioners.
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