[image: image1.png]LAfe. Captured Darty.

The Sacrament

roumts D

ito Bee
Schoecom




Editorial: Continue preschool projects, but vote No on 82


Published 2:15 am PDT Sunday, May 7, 2006
Proposition 82, which would provide free voluntary "Preschool for All" of California's 4-year-olds, tries to do too much too fast. 

It comes just when California has promising preschool pilot projects in nine counties. These local laboratories of innovation and experimentation, which expect to provide voluntary preschool for all 4-year-olds within five or 10 years, need time to incubate. The projects won't have results for at least a year and probably not for two to three years. Californians need to see what works and what doesn't before scaling up free voluntary preschool for 4-year-olds statewide. 

In most families, both parents work and have difficulty finding high-quality, affordable preschool programs for their young children. 

A private, part-day preschool program of varying quality for a 4-year-old costs an average of $4,022. Both opponents and proponents of Prop 82 know California has huge gaps in preschool access and quality. 

Prop 82 advocates want California to be among the first states to extend voluntary preschool to all 4-year-olds. But giving the nine pilot projects time to develop need not be a recipe for inaction, as advocates fear. 

Waiting allows local communities with differing conditions to determine what works for them. It provides time to rebuild much-needed legislative support. With term limits, too many legislators are unaware of the preschool groundwork laid with the 1998 Universal Preschool Task Force Report and the Legislature's 2002 California Master Plan for Education, led by Sen. Dede Alpert, D-San Diego. Both documents called for free voluntary preschool for all 3-and 4-year-olds and improvements in quality. 

Moreover, expanding California's education system to include preschool for 4-year-olds should be considered as part of the whole state system of spending priorities and revenues, especially when there is a structural deficit. 

Of the nine pilot counties, Los Angeles, San Francisco and San Mateo are farthest along. Merced, San Joaquin, Santa Clara, Ventura, San Diego and Yolo are getting started. Proposition 10 money - a 50-cent tax on cigarette packs voters approved in 1998 - and some foundation and local funds pay for them. There's enough money to establish demonstration sites but not for preschool statewide. 

As Prop 82 would do, the pilot sites are beginning their efforts in communities surrounding low-performing elementary schools that have few preschool options. The plan is to phase in all 4-year-olds regardless of family income. 

Like Prop 82, the pilot sites build on existing infrastructure, with the goal of a mixed public-private system of public elementary schools, private centers and family child care homes. The pilot projects, like Prop 82, aim for high teacher quality (associate degree for assistant teachers and B.A. with an early childhood credential for lead teachers), small class sizes and performance standards that mesh with the state's K-3 standards. 

With preschool, let's continue to build on what we have and what we know. Vote No on Prop 82 and let the pilot projects develop so that future legislators will be encouraged to act.

