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Prop. 82 is not the answer for preschoolers

Woodland Daily Democrat, No on Prop. 82
Article created: 05/26/2006
Our Opinion: 

Charging the well-to-do to spend money on a statewide preschool system is unfair to them and the rest of us as well. 

At Issue: 

The Preschool Education Initiative. 

Few among us oppose the idea of sending children to preschool. But California voters might legitimately question the advisability of Proposition 82, which would establish a statewide preschool system. 

The Preschool Education initiative would give 4-year-olds the right to attend a free, state-run preschool. A preschool located close to home. A preschool staffed by college-educated and credentialed teachers and aides. A preschool based on a curriculum that ties into the current public K-12 system. 

This new system would be paid for by the wealthiest Californians, whose individual incomes above $400,000 - or $800,000 for couples - would be subject to an additional 1.7 percent tax. In times of economic crisis, the proposition says, parents also could be asked to contribute - although no child would be turned away. 

In all, according to the California Legislative Analyst, the state would spend about $6,000 per student for three hours of daily instruction, 180 days each year. By contrast, the state spends only $7,860 per pupil for its K-12 students, who are in class about twice as long each day. 

Not only does it seem disparate to spend nearly as much on a three-hour program as for a full-day classroom, it seems patently unfair to ask only wealthy citizens to pay for it. If preschool is that important to us as a state, then all of us should contribute to it. 

We also wonder how much bang for the buck we would be getting. Currently, 62 percent of the state's 4-year-olds attend some kind of preschool. Granted, participation rates vary widely according to family income: 80 percent of children whose families make more than $75,000 per year attend preschool, compared with 49 percent of children whose families earn less than $18,000. Yet states that have initiated free state-run preschools have found they attract only 70 percent of children. 

Instead of developing an entirely new system, we might be better served by beefing up the ones that currently are used by low-income families. 

Finally, setting up a brand-new educational system is not something that should be done at the ballot box. It would be far better for the state's Department of Education, the California Legislature and the state's preschool directors to come up with a complete and well-thought-out plan and then ask voters to fund it. That way, the details and costs might be more fully understood, and any needed modifications wouldn't require voter approval. 

