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CALIFORNIAS quest to revive its once-admired public education system will be put to a test June 6 when voters decide whether to create a universal, volunteer, half-day preschool program for 4-year-olds. 

Proposition 82, proposed by actor/director Rob Reiner, would change the California Constitution and state law by assessing a 1.7 percent income tax increase on its wealthiest citizens — individuals who earn $400,000 or more and couples making 

$800,000 or more — to raise up to $2.6 billion a year for a program that initially would be free to participating families. 

It would be phased in by 2010, overseen by the California Superintendent of Public Instruction and county school superintendents who would establish the curriculum, select the schools, invest in facilities and handle budgeting. Private, nonprofit and public institutions would all be part of the system. 

About 65 percent of 4-year-olds currently attend day care or preschool. Middle- and upper-income parents pay for their programs, while the state and federal governments fund preschool for many low-income and minority students. The quality, however, ranges from care provided by neighbors and relatives to formal, center-based programs licensed by the state with trained instructors, a structured curriculum and complete facilities. 

Proposition 82 would entitle parents to choose among several schools, providing structured programs with low staffing ratios and trained instructors. Teachers would have early-learning credentials and, by 2014, bachelors degrees. 

Preschool teachers now earn about $27,000 per year, sans benefits. Under Proposition 82, they would have bargaining rights and be paid at a level comparable to public school teachers. It should elevate the quality of the preschool work force and shrink the current turnover rate of 35 percent to 40 percent among preschool instructors. It is intended to create a demand for preschools and make them a permanent part of the state educational system. 

This leg-up on learning should pay dividends for California children, especially those from working-poor and middle-income families. Proponents say it will improve reading, math and socialization skills; upgrade test results; cultivate better, more accomplished students; keep them in school and enhance their chances of graduating. 

The National Institute for Early Education Research and Rand Corp. estimate California will get as much as a fourfold return on investment. 

California would be among the first states to add another year to its education system. Our students currently rank somewhere between 45th and 50th on many measures of academic excellence. Preschool should give them a better start on life and academics, raise the quality of our work force and make Californians more employable in a competitive global economy. 

Opponents object to creating a new layer of education that would be hard to eliminate once implemented. They say the return wont justify a $2.4-billion-a-year investment and that were better off putting more money into our public school system. 

Californias economic needs are many, and there is no question that there are other ways to spend tax dollars. But Proposition 82 is a promising prospect. 

Consider it an investment in research and development that could pay big dividends. For youngsters from working families striving to master English, preschool could level the learning field, erase disadvantages that put them behind other students and elevate their chances of succeeding in school. And, it is painless for all but a relative few Californians. 

Its worth trying. Its a gamble, but a small one that wed be foolish to pass up. Proposition 82 deserves Californians support. 

