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Preschool proposition too much, too soon
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Proposition 82, which would provide free voluntary "Preschool for All" of California's 4-year-olds, tries to do too much too fast. And it proposes to pay for it the wrong way. 

Voluntary preschool for all California 4-year-olds is an appealing concept. There's substantial evidence that children who have had a good preschool experience do better socially and academically 
in the primary grades, setting them up for success throughout their school years. 

But Proposition 82 offers no guarantees that it substantially would improve access to preschool for the poor and high-risk families that need it most. And it has several serious flaws. Among them: 

Modest results: Already, about 62percent of California's 4-year-olds attend some kind of preschool program, about half of them paid for by families. Nonpartisan analysis suggests that Proposition 82 would raise participation to only about 70percent. 

That's not enough improvement to justify a program that would cost billions. 

Finding qualified teachers: The proposition calls for preschool teachers to have four-year degrees and, eventually, credentials. Many school districts can't find and keep sufficient credentialed teachers for kindergarten through 12th grade. Furthermore,one of the significant costs of Proposition82 would be the higher salaries these better-educated preschool teachers would expect and deserve. 

Creating space: Another large chunk of spending would go to facilities, but many school districts struggle to provide adequate K-12 campuses. 

Unfair funding: If preschool is good for the entire state, then all taxpayers should share the cost, not just the top tier of wealthy households. Proposition 82 would establish a personal income tax of 1.7 percent for individuals making more than $400,000 a year or couples earning more than $800,000. Opponents suggests that these high-income earners may flee the state as a result or reorganize their finances to avoid this added tax burden. According to the Legislative Analyst's Office, these high earners represent only about 1percent of the state's taxpayers, but contribute about a third of the state's income-tax revenue. 

Another lock on state budget: Proposition 82 would establish one more obligation for state funding. There already are too many of these niche requirements created by initiatives and almost impossible to amend, even when weaknesses in the programs emerge. 

Rushing a plan: Proposition 82 comes just when California has promising preschool pilot projects in nine counties. The projects won't have results for a year or more. Californians need to see what works and what doesn't before scaling up free voluntary preschool for 4-year-olds statewide. 

California has much to do to improve the performance of its K-12 and higher education systems; this is not the time to launch a massive publicly funded preschool program. The Bee recommends a "no" vote on Proposition 82.

	


