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	Submittal of Report


	 On behalf of the School Readiness Council





	The School Readiness Council submits to the General Assembly its report and recommendations to address the early care and education needs of Connecticut's children.  The vision and goal of the Council is that within five years:





		Every Connecticut child between three and five years of age will have access to quality preschool education that meets child and family needs.





The specific recommendations include the following:





1.	Local school readiness councils should be developed for the purposes of planning and coordinating services.  The councils should be representative of all stakeholders, especially parents.





2.	Programs should be available to all three to five year olds in Connecticut regardless of income.  Families should contribute to the cost by paying a fee based on income and family size.





3.	The State Department of Education should develop standards of quality that all programs receiving funds would be required to meet and should further be responsible for evaluation of the school readiness programs.





4.	Additional funding should be secured to change and improve the early care and education system.  This funding should be developed incrementally over five years.  Existing resources should be coordinated to create a seamless system of financing.





5.	Child care subsidy programs must be consolidated with rates for licensed care at a level to ensure that families have access to quality care.





6.	Fiscal incentives should be provided to businesses and communities to provide space for school readiness programs.  An aggressive marketing campaign should be implemented on using state bonding funds and tax incentives.





7.	The ongoing responsibility for planning and development of this strategy should be assigned to the Collaboration for Young Children through its School Readiness Work Group.





8.	Public Act 96-213 should be amended to incorporate appropriate recommendations of this report.





	The full report that follows amplifies these recommendations and presents the background rationale and guiding principles for proposed programs.  Members of the General Assembly should note that though the report primarily focuses on three to five year olds, the School Readiness Council believes that the neuturance of thriving, healthy, learning children begins at birth and before.





	In addition, the opportunities to support the readiness of young children continues as they enter the formal school system.  This program for preschool children should fit within a system of comprehensive, integrated, family-focused, child centered services for young children and their families.





							Respectively submitted,














							Joyce A. Thomas


							Commissioner


							Department of Social Services
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BACKGROUND:  THE PROCESS





PUBLIC ACT 96-213, AN ACT CONCERNING SCHOOL READINESS AND INTRADISTRICT CHOICE was passed by the Connecticut General Assembly during the 1996 session.  The Act directed the Commissioner of the Department of Social Services to convene a School Readiness Council consisting of representatives from appropriate State agencies and local and regional boards of education.





The legislature directed the Council to:





  I.	Coordinate the development of a range of alternative programs to meet the early care and education needs of all children.





 II.	Foster partnerships between school districts and private organizations offering early childhood education programs, including employer sponsored programs.





III.	Provide information and assistance to parents in selecting an appropriate early childhood program.





 IV.	Work to ensure, to the extent possible, that early childhood education programs allow open enrollment for all children and allow families to choose a public or accredited private program.





  V.	Report back to the legislature by January 1, 1997 on the school readiness program.





Department of Social Services Commissioner Joyce A. Thomas, in collaboration with Commissioner Theodore S. Sergi from the Department of Education, convened the Council on December 12, 1996.  (Appendix: I School Readiness Council Membership)  The Council met for a full day on December 12, 1996 and again for a full day on December 13, 1996.  





At the December 12, 1996 meeting the Council reviewed Years of Promise: A Comprehensive Learning Strategy for America's Children, the 1996 report of the Carnegie Task Force on Learning in the Primary Grades.  They also viewed a film about the early care and education system in France and discussed other current research in the field.  
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Helen Blank, Director of Child Development at the Children's Defense Fund in Washington, D.C., presented information about school readiness initiatives in other States.  In addition, the Council discussed the status of school readiness in Connecticut.  Michelle Douchette Cunningham of the Connecticut Association for Human Services presented material from the publication, Connecticut's Children: Still at Risk.  David Nee from the William Caspar Graustein Memorial Fund described the Fund's work in support of school readiness and Judith Hurle from the Bridgeport Board of Education discussed the preschool initiative in Bridgeport.





At the December 13, 1996 meeting Michael Vollmer, Director of the Office of School Readiness in Georgia described Georgia's universal pre-kindergarten program for all four year olds.  The Council also heard presentations from the following model programs in Connecticut:





	Goodyear Early Childhood Family Resource Center - Linda Fosco





	Bridgeport Six to Six Magnet School - Anne Hamilton





	Child Care Centers of Stamford - Jane Norgren





	Mt. Olive Child Care Program - Charlotte Martino





	The Accreditation Facilitation Project - Deborah Flis





On December 13, 1996 the Council: 1) developed preliminary recommendations for a comprehensive, high quality school readiness program; 2) proposed a method for providing ongoing coordination, oversight and evaluation; and 3) drafted a preliminary report for Commissioner Thomas to present to the General Assembly.
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THE PROBLEM





Research has demonstrated, repeatedly and conclusively, that children who have had a preschool experience have a significantly lower incidence of school failure.  Extensive research has also demonstrated that those children have much lower rates of juvenile criminal activity, teenage pregnancy and, as adults, are less likely to need public assistance, more likely to go onto higher education and generally have considerably higher earnings.





As many as one in four children in Connecticut enters school ill-prepared to learn.  That number is much higher in the state's three major cities, which are among the poorest in the country.  In 1994 the Commission on Educational Excellence for Connecticut reported that,





	"the lack of adequate health care and supportive pre-school experiences and the increasing number of families who lack the skills or time to ready their children for school - all contribute to problems that put thousands of children at risk of failure before they enter kindergarten.  Health problems are particularly severe and begin very early.  Connecticut has the highest infant mortality rate of any New England State.  35% of the state's two year olds are not immunized and one-fourth of Connecticut's children have excessive blood lead levels."





Children who start school with health problems, limited language development and early experiences which impede emotional and social development are at far greater risk of school and life-skills failure.





A recent study sponsored by the Graustein Foundation together with the State Departments of Education and Social Services, linked preschool programs with academic success.  In Bridgeport, Hartford and New Haven, despite high levels of poverty, where children had some preschool experience, they scored significantly higher on the Connecticut Mastery Test, a statewide test of reading, writing and mathematics.  We know that preschool works and yet in Hartford 58.4% of all children enter school with no preschool experience.





Connecticut can no longer afford the cost of the destructive cycle of school failure.  The State can and must respond to ensure that all of our children enter school ready and eager to learn.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND INTERVENTIONS





The causes of school failure are multi-dimensional and interrelated.  Effective school readiness programs designed to foster school success must be comprehensive, affordable and accessible to all of Connecticut's families.





Quality programs should provide or be linked to programs providing:





	·	Early childhood education


	·	Health care (medical and dental screening, mental health services,


					nutrition, primary care)


	·	Social services


	·	Parent support and parent education programs


	·	Parental involvement


	·	Transportation


	·	Family literacy programs


	·	Transition services





Quality programs should provide a program of support, training and professional development for parents, child care workers and teachers of special-needs and at-risk children.





Programs should be child centered and family focused.  They should meet the needs of working families by operating year round and providing full day services.





Quality programs should be community-based.  They will be planned, implemented and evaluated in and by the community.  They will involve broad-based partnerships including the schools, child care and Head Start programs, family resource centers, employer sponsored programs and local government.





The framework for this strategy already exists in many communities.  By providing financial and technical support to local communities and increased financial assistance to families, the State will help communities to build on the existing child care and early education system.  By setting standards for quality, supporting professional development and requiring ongoing evaluation, the State will develop and expand the quality of the existing system.
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RECOMMENDATIONS





A Five Year Plan


The School Readiness Council recommends that Connecticut implement a plan with the vision and goal that within five years:


			Every family with children between three and five years of age have access to high quality child care and education based on child and family needs.





Local School Readiness Councils


The Council further recommends that local School Readiness Councils be developed for the purpose of planning and coordinating services.  The Councils should be representative of all stakeholders, especially parents.  Each local Council should develop a plan for service delivery which would be reviewed and approved by the Connecticut Department of Education and the Connecticut Department of Social Services.





Local plans should include a description of the services and programs to be provided, how the needs of working families should be addressed and what linkages and partnerships have been developed to ensure that services are comprehensive.  Plans should describe how racial and economic balance will be achieved.  The Council recommends that financial incentives be provided to communities that collaborate in developing regional programs.  All plans should describe how parents have been involved in the process.





Universal Access and Shared Responsibility





Programs should be available to all three and four year olds in Connecticut.  Families should contribute to the cost by paying a fee based on income and family size.





Although in general the Council limited the scope of work to programs serving three and four year olds, it strongly recommends that the State recognize and address the needs of all children from birth through school age for high quality child care and education programs.





Quality Standards - Role of the State





The Council recommends that the State Department of Education develop standards of quality that all programs receiving funds would be required to meet.  


�
The standards should include a plan to enhance the quality of the existing system by requiring accreditation by the National Association of Young Children or National Association for Family Child Care, meeting Head Start performance standards or attaining other standards developed or approved by the State Department of Education within five years.





In addition, the State Department of Education should be responsible for the development of an evaluation instrument which would measure:





	·	Outcomes for Children


	·	Program Quality


	·	Effectiveness of the State System





The State Departments of Education and Social Services should be responsible for the provision of training and technical assistance to local councils, support professional development and develop public education and information programs.





Financing Principles





In considering financing of the school readiness initiative, the Council recommends that the following principles guide policy decisions:





·	Additional funding be secured to change and improve the child care and early education system and that that funding be developed incrementally over a five year period.





·	Families, business, and government all benefit from child care and early education services and should share responsibility for supporting and improving the system.  The role of government in the partnership should be expanded.





·	Efforts to extend benefits to additional families should not outweigh considerations of the quality of that care.





·	Existing funding sources should be coordinated and funding streams mixed immediately, so that a seamless system of financing can be created.
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Financing Principles (continued)








·	Child care subsidy programs must be consolidated and rates for licensed care increased in order to ensure that families have access to quality child care.





·	Greater collaboration between the child care and early education sectors (Head Start, family resource centers, child care centers, prekindergarten and preschool programs) must be facilitated so that resources are shared and part-time programs extended to meet the needs of working families.





Facilities





The Council recognizes that providing the quality preschool space necessary to make programs available to all three and four year olds will require additional financing and innovative approaches to the acquisition of space.





The Council recommends that fiscal incentives be provided to businesses and communities to provide space for school readiness programs.  Focus should be on use of existing facilities where possible.  





The Council recommends that an aggressive campaign be developed to market bond fund and tax incentive programs.  Any new buildings receiving state bond funds should be required to provide space for preschool.  The tax credit program for businesses to provide or renovate child care facilities should be expanded.





Siting school readiness programs in school buildings should be a priority.  Schools should be encouraged to remain open after-hours and financial incentives should be provided to help offset the costs.





Ongoing Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation





The Council recommends a five year strategy which includes: 1) incremental funding increases,  2) the development of local school readiness councils,  3) the development of quality standards and  4) a comprehensive evaluation process.  In order to implement this strategy the Council recommends that the ongoing responsibility for planning and development be assigned to the Collaboration for Young Children through its School Readiness Work Group.
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Ongoing Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (continued)





The Collaboration is a project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services designed to improve the coordination of services to young children and families so that all children have access to high quality, comprehensive services.  The project is funded for five years and is staffed by a project director who reports to the Governor's Office.





The School Readiness Work Group is charged with the task of creating a school readiness program accessible to all children in Connecticut.  Representatives of public and private agencies on the state and community level as well as parents and advocates comprise the Work Group.





The Collaboration is in a unique position and has the resources necessary to provide oversight to the implementation of the preliminary recommendations of the School Readiness Council.
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Legislation





Public Act 96-213, An Act Concerning School Readiness provides much of the framework for the creation of the Connecticut School Readiness Program.  It is the final recommendation of the Council that the Act be amended to incorporate the provisions of this report and that funds be appropriated to implement the first phase of this five year plan.
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	School Readiness Council
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		Connecticut Association of Boards of Education
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		Department of Social Services
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		Parent Leader, New Haven, CT





		George Coleman


		State Department of Education





		The Honorable Joseph Crisco, Jr.


		State Senator





		Commissioner Linda D'Amario Rossi


		Department of Children & Families





		Lisa Davis


		Department of Public Health





		Steve Futernick


		Connecticut Public Television & Radio





		Kay Halverson


		State Department of Education





		Commissioner Stephen Harriman


		Department of Public Health
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		Barbara Ireland


		Senior Policy Advisor


		House Democrats 





		Lauren Kaufman


		Connecticut Business Indus. Assoc. Serv. Corp.





		Dennis King


		Executive Assist. to the Gov. for Urban Affairs	





		Mary Jo Kramer


		Superintendent of Schools


		Milford, CT





		David Nee


		Graustein Memorial Fund 





		Edmond Schmidt


		Legal Counsel


		House Democrats





		Commissioner Theodore Sergi


		Department of Education





		Lisa Sullivan


		Parent Leader, New London, CT





		Commissioner Joyce Thomas


		Department of Social Services





		The Honorable Christel Truglia 
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		Grace Whitney
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		Susan Wilson
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