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Abstract

The purpose of this research study was to examine principals’ perceptions on the benefits
of high quality Pre-K programs in Central Alabama elementary schools and their impact on
student achievement for at-risk children. Data were collected from five selected public school
systems in Alabama which are located in the central part of the state. Principals for 54
elementary schools were invited to participate in the study by completing a 20 item four-point
Likert type scale questionnaire that measured their perceptions. The questionnaire also included
a section on eight demographic variables that included gender, race, years of experience,
education level, school classification, school enrollment, free/reduced rate, and Title I/Non-Title
I. Forty-three principals responded to the questionnaire, yielding a total of 80%.

The investigator sought to answer the following questions: (1) What are Alabama
elementary principals’ perception about research linking children in high-quality Pre-K programs
and later school achievement? (2) What are Alabama principals’ perceptions about research-
based high quality standards and curriculum in Pre-K programs? (3) To what extent do Alabama
elementary principals believe financial, facility, or human resources impact Pre-K programs in
Alabama? (4) Is there a statistically significant difference between principals’ perceptions of the
benefits of Pre-K programs when grouped according to gender, ethnicity, qualifications, number
of certifications, and years of experience?

Findings revealed that the principals perceived themselves as knowledgeable of early

childhood education curriculum. Additionally, the principals believed the level of importance in

il



early education programs should be placed on identification of letters and numbers, learning to
write one’s name, expanding vocabulary, and learning social and emotional skills. Findings of
the study also reflected statistically significant relationships (p < .05, **p <.01) in six of the
eight demographic variables of race, years of experience, education level, school classification,
total school enrollment, and free/reduced lunch.

The investigator concluded that there is a need for further research in many areas
regarding how administrators view the benefits of early childhood education programs and its

impact for at-risk children.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Publicly funded pre-kindergarten (PK) programs have shown measurable evidence in
helping children’s academic progress in the early grades and beyond. Indeed, publicly funded
pre-kindergarten programs have been adopted by states in order to ensure school readiness,
especially for children at risk for school failure due to poverty (Barnett, Lamy & Jung, 2005). It
is reasonable to expect that offering high-quality PK programs to children at risk of school
failure would result in a greater proportion of the population being “ready to learn” at the start of
school (NEGP, 1998). Federal and state governments followed this line of thinking and invested
in PK programs during the past decade as a means to increase school readiness skills of children
entering kindergarten (K), particularly those children likely to struggle in meeting the academic
and social demands of elementary school (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000). At the present
time, almost three-fourths of the states now fund such programs that serve over 25% of 4-year
olds in this country (Barnett, Hustedt, Robin, & Schulman, 2005).

The purpose of PK programs is to expose four-year-old children to pre-academic material
and school-like activities with the intention of increasing school-related achievement skills and
social-behavioral competence when children enter kindergarten (Barnett et al., 2005; Clifford et
al., 2005). Implementing Pre-K programs is one of the major initiatives states have undertaken
in recent years to improve educational outcomes for economically disadvantaged students
(Barnett et al., 2007). Participation in formal pre-kindergarten does appear to improve some

aspects of school readiness at kindergarten entry (Barnett et al., 2007b; Gormley et al., 2005).



Although historically education and care before age five was considered a private rather than
public responsibility in the United States, early childhood education has received growing public
attention in recent years (e.g., Barnett, 2004; Heckman & Masterov, 2004; Rolnick &
Grunewald, 2003; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Much of this new attention is derived from
research on the long-term economic benefits of child development programs for young children
from disadvantaged families (e.g., Barnett & Masse, 2007; Belfield, Nores, Barnett, &
Scweinhart, 2006; Masse & Barnett, 2002; Reynolds, Temple, Robertson, & Mann, 2002;
Temple & Reynolds, 2007). A child’s readiness for school can be seen as a measurable set of
pre-academic (including calculating, reading, drawing and writing) and behavioral skills that
have been proven to predict later academic success (Augustyniak, Cook-Cottone & Calabrese,
2004; Scott-Little et al., 2006; Vanderheyden, Witt Naquin, & Noell, 2001). High-quality
prekindergarten has proven effective in alleviating grade repetition, dropping out, and special
education placement (Belfield et al. 2006; Reynolds et al. 2002). The belief that their
“readiness” is critical to later school success and our nation’s progress has placed early education
in the middle of national and scholarly debate, gaining the attention of early education advocates,

organizations, and the public (DellaMattera, 2010).

Historical Background
During the past two decades, public interest and investment in quality early childhood
education programs have flourished. In 1993, approximately $1 billion in federal funding was
authorized by legislation for family support and preservation programs (Gomby, Larner,
Stevenson, Lewit, & Behrman, 1995). Millions of families and children each year are assisted
by these programs and other federally and state-funded programs. In fact, organizations such as

the National Governors’ Association, the National Association of State Boards of Education



(NASBE), and the National Commission on Children have asked for additional investment in
early childhood programs because researchers have found that early childhood programs provide
long-term cognitive and social benefits to children (Gomby, et al., 1995). Moreover, members of
the National Governors’ Association identified preschool education as a key investment by state
governments in education (Mitchell, Seligson, & Marx, 1989).

Historically, young children in America have always been provided opportunities to
participate in educational programs. During the colonial era, 1620-1750, families sent their very
young children to schools if schools were available. The Puritans believed children should learn
to read the Bible as soon as possible; therefore children were taught to read when they were three
or four years of age (Spodek, 1988). When district schools were established for older children,
many parents sent their children to schools along with their older children (McGill-Franzen,
1993).

It wasn’t until the nineteenth century that changes occurred regarding differences in how
younger and older children were educated. The development of teaching methods for children in
their early years was offered through public and private schools. Public schools were established
to provide basic skills instruction in reading, writing, and arithmetic to young children in primary
schools, also referred to as common schools. Young children were often enrolled in primary
schools, learned to read at age three or four, and began Latin instruction at age five or six.
Interestingly, in 1826, 5% of all children enrolled in public schools were below age four years of
age (Spodek & Saracho, 1994). Children who typically went to these schools were from more
affluent families.

Perhaps the greatest impact on early childhood education is the Goals 2000: Educate

America Act. According to these goals, referred to as America 2000, the first goal was that all



children in America will start school ready to learn. Although interest in school readiness was
present in the past, the issue has become an important educational topic of much discussion and
debate over the last several years (Gredler, 1992). Much of the recent interest in school
readiness has been based on an understanding of current circumstances of children’s lives
(Kagan, 1992; Meisels, 1992). Factors such as poverty, health issues, prenatal care, and access
to quality pre-kindergarten programs are related to children’s readiness for school (Southern
Regional Education Board [SREB], 1992), with poverty and economic instability being two of
the most powerful predictors of children’s lack of success in school (National Governor’s
Association, 1992).
Statement of the Research Problem

While a substantial body of research finds that high-quality preschool education can
substantively improve the learning and development of young children, many states still provide
no state-funded preschool education programs. The Office of School Readiness (OSR) was
created by the Alabama Legislation during the 2000 Legislative session to establish
collaborations at the state and local levels to provide four-year-old children with effective early
childhood experiences and prepare them for school. Although Alabama’s Pre-K program is
among the top five in the nation to meet all 10 of the National Institute for Early Education
Research (NIEER) benchmarks for quality standards, few children have access to this high
quality program. OSR is funded out of the state’s Education Trust Fund which has been affected
by years of multiple proration. Funding Pre-K is one of the challenges states face even though
research has shown that a child needs to read on grade level by the third grade to be successful,

and more research is showing that they need to be reading on grade level by first grade. State



cuts to preschool funding can greatly impact increased enrollment, decrease total spending by the
states, and decline per-child spending.

However, with Alabama getting high marks for quality standards over the past six years,
one can assume the high quality Pre-K programs are effective in preparing children who are
more likely to graduate high school and go on to higher education. Also, with the increased
interest in universal Pre-K programs, educational administrators can view that teaching and
learning practices coordinated between Pre-K programs and elementary grades can help
maximize the gains young children obtain in the early years. Research suggests that
participation in high quality pre-kindergarten can improve certain aspects of school readiness at
kindergarten entry. However, there is little currently known regarding the benefits of high
quality pre-kindergarten programs and is no consensus among public school administrators
especially in Central Alabama regarding the effectiveness of Pre-K programs on students’
academic achievement. Therefore, there is legitimate need to design a study to determine the
impact of Pre-K programs in Central Alabama elementary schools.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to examine principals’ perceptions on the benefits of high
quality Pre-K programs in Central Alabama elementary schools and their impact on student
achievement for at-risk children. Because the National Institute for Early Education Research is
well established as a leader in early education research and practice, their established quality
standards for high quality Pre-K programs were used in this study. The study determined if
principals viewed the benefits of high quality Pre-K programs as necessary for school success
and lifelong learning. For the purpose of this study, elementary school principals were utilized

because they are the instructional leaders and oftentimes supervise Pre-K programs on the



school’s campus. The perceptions of school level administrators are also important because they
play a pivotal role in advocating the need for universal Pre-K programs in ways that will support
increased funding by states, and in turn, the quality of early educational opportunities offered to
all students.

Methodology

This study involved 54 elementary school principals from five school districts located in
Central Alabama. All five counties have at least one Pre-K program in their school district. The
data collected used quantitative methodology, a questionnaire and survey. According to
Creswell (2003), quantitative research is a type of educational research in which the researcher
decides what to study; asks specific, narrow questions; collects quantifiable data from
participants; analyzes these numbers using statistics; and conducts the inquiry in an unbiased,
objective manner. Also, a questionnaire design provides quantitative or numeric description of
trends, attitudes, or opinions of participants in a study.

The questionnaire was used to determine principals’ perceptions of Pre-K programs, as
well as determine if Pre-K programs were viewed as an essential part of school readiness. The
questionnaire (see Appendix A) was designed using a Likert-type scale to provide an
understanding of overall effectiveness. The researcher was granted permission to use a slightly
modified survey from the instrument used by Florendo (2012). The Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyze data. The survey was distributed to 54 Central
Alabama elementary principals via mail.

Research Questions

The research for this study was framed around the following questions:



1. What are Alabama elementary principals’ perception about research linking children
in high-quality Pre-K programs and later school achievement?

2. What are Alabama principals’ perceptions about research-based high quality
standards and curriculum in Pre-K programs?

3. To what extent do Alabama elementary principals believe financial, facility, or
human resources impact Pre-K programs in Alabama?

4. Is there a statistically significant difference between principals’ perceptions of the
benefits of Pre-K programs when grouped according to gender, ethnicity,
qualifications, number of certifications, and years of experience?

Significance of the Study

School readiness has become an important goal of support for closing the achievement
gap for early learners. However, there is little currently known regarding the benefits of high
quality pre-kindergarten programs. There is a lack of research on the benefits of high quality
pre-kindergarten programs within elementary schools. If students are to be successful at
academic achievement, it is important for them to enter kindergarten ready to learn. If students
are prepared at an early age, the benefits of high quality pre-kindergarten programs can have a
positive impact on high student achievement. Therefore, the focus of this study aimed to gain an
understanding of what Central Alabama elementary principals know and understand about this
information. Presently, it is not clear what they know and the extent of their knowledge about
Pre-K research. With more than 400 current public schools in Alabama associated with Pre-K
programs, it is important that school principals understand the research and programming criteria
in order to gain the positive results from Pre-K programs, for the children, schools, and

communities they serve. The findings of the study can be beneficial in determining the benefits



of high quality pre-kindergarten programs within the school districts participating in this study.
Additionally, results from the data can be used by local education agencies, federal and state
offices of school readiness programs, and national educational agencies to make decisions
regarding public funding for pre-kindergarten programs within elementary schools. These
decisions can increase the number of pre-kindergarten programs that currently exists.

Gathering common group data can assist in advocating and educating for additional
resources or reduce current limitations on programming. The significance of this study is
supported by a lack of current information available to gauge current perceptions of Pre-K by
school principals.

Definition of Key Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following definitions are given:

Early Head Start — Identical to Head Start except typically serving infants through 36
months old.

Head Start — National federally financed programs that promotes school readiness by
enhancing the social and cognitive development of children through the provision of educational,
health, nutritional, social and other services to enrolled children ages 0—5 years that come from
vulnerable families. Typically the program is referred to as serving 3—5 year olds.

High-quality early childhood care and education programs — Pre-K programs that
demonstrate specific criteria which has been proven to produce short- and long-term positive
effects on children’s cognitive and social development (NAEYC, n.d.).

National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) — reports state rankings on

enrollment, spending, and quality standards.



No Child Left Behind — A 2002 landmark law that mandated education reform geared
towards improving student achievement. Its primary purpose is to ensure that all children have a
fair, equal, and significant opportunity to receive a high quality education.

Office of School Readiness (OSR) — was created by Alabama Legislation in the 2000
Legislative session to establish collaborations at the state and local levels that will provide
Alabama’s four-year-old children with effective early childhood experiences and prepare them
for school. The goal of the office is to achieve voluntary pre-kindergarten in Alabama by
enhancing existing and establishing new pre-kindergarten programs.

Pre-kindergarten (also called Pre-K or PK) — is the first classroom-based learning
environment that a child customarily attends in the United States. It begins between the ages of
3-5 depending on the length of the program. It was created to prepare students for a more
didactic and academically intensive kindergarten and is the traditional “first” class that school
children participate in. Pre-kindergarten is not required. On the other hand, it acts as a way to
prepare children (especially those of a disadvantaged population) to better succeed in a
kindergarten (often compulsory in many U.S. states). Pre-kindergarten was also known as
nursery school, but the term was phased out during the 1990s. Project Head Start was founded in
1965, as the first federally-funded pre-kindergarten program. The majority of pre-kindergarten
programs have been operated by private organizations for the purpose of socialization and
educational benefits since 1922. Only over the past few decades have pre-kindergarten programs
become necessary for mothers to enter the workforce (Andrews & Slate, 2002).

School Readiness — a condition whereby children enter school with the necessary

components to promote student success in kindergarten and beyond.



State-funded Pre-K — centers serving young children from lower-income families,
except in two states with universal Pre-K programs.

Title I — Schools qualify as a Title I school when at least 40 percent of the children in the
school attendance area are from low-income families or at least 40 percent of the student
enrollment are from low-income families. Generally, looking at the number of students who
qualify for free or reduced-price lunch programs make this determination. It has become a
standardized measurement that most schools use their free or reduced-price lunch enrollment to
determine the economic demographics of their student body.

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study

Limitations and delimitations are discussed to analyze possible threats to the study’s
validity and to acknowledge existing flaws to the research design.
Limitations

Limitations are potential weaknesses or problems of the study identified by the researcher
and cannot be controlled. The researcher acknowledges these limitations in this study:

1. This study was limited to assessing the perceptions of elementary school principals in

four districts in Central Alabama (small population).

2. This study may be influenced by the extent that the instrument used measured the
perceptions using a Likert-type scale instead of verbal responses.

3. Some participants may have responded to the questions based on what they believed
was the appropriate or desired response and not responded based on their own honest
perceptions.

4. This study had the potential to be limited because all survey items are subject to the

interpretation of the reader.
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5. One school district chose not to participate.
Delimitations

Delimitations are boundaries that researchers impose prior to the inception of the study to

narrow the scope of the study. The researcher acknowledges delimitations to the study:

1. Only Central Alabama elementary public school principals were used for the sample
population, thus eliminating private and other school districts within and outside the
state who may share different perceptions about Pre-K.

2. A survey mailed to participants does not guarantee that the principals invited to
participate in the study received them.

3. This study took place during a time when Pre-K was receiving an enormous amount
of attention and support from local and national leaders to enhance programming and
services. Duplicating this study five years from now may produce different results.

Assumptions

1. An assumption to this study is that all participants in this study will respond honestly
to the questions.

2. An assumption to this study is that the instrument used to measure the perceptions of
elementary principals is valid.

3. An assumption to this study is that all participants in this study have perceptions
regarding the benefits of pre-kindergarten programs.

4. Another assumption to this study is that there will be no significance differences

and/or relationships between principals’ perceptions and gender.
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Chapter Summary

There is an urgent cry to close the achievement gap in today’s society. Although
resources are limited, it is critical that policy makers choose wisely among the available tools
and strategies to support educational achievement for all students. It is widely accepted that the
future of our nation’s success and security begins with the well-being of all students. School
leaders are essential: “The administrative role is so important that the National Association of
Elementary School Principals has declared Pre-K to be a significant responsibility for elementary
principals” (Kostelink & Grady, 2009, pg. 24).

The goal of this study was to have a significant impact on the effectiveness of high
quality Pre-K programs, especially for children most at-risk, and to understand what
administrators know about Pre-K.

Organization of Dissertation

This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter I provides an overview of the study,
statement of the problem, purpose of the research, research questions, the significance of the
study, limitations/delimitations, assumptions, and definition of the terms. Chapter II provides a
discussion of the relevant literature regarding the characteristics of high quality Pre-K programs,
and the benefits of school readiness on student achievement. Chapter III describes the
methodology used in the study. Chapter IV gives a presentation of the findings of the study.
Chapter V concludes with a summary of the findings, conclusions drawn, discussions,

implications, and recommendations for areas of further research.
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CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Educators, parents, children’s advocates, and policymakers have discussed the benefits of
Pre-K for decades. In recent years, there has been an overwhelming interest in early childhood
education, particularly pre-kindergarten programs. As pre-kindergarten programs flourish and
become even more prevalent in today’s educational world, more studies and research will be
done on the effectiveness and the significance of formal early childhood education. Coley
(2002) found that the educational gap that exists prior to kindergarten may impede students’
success in kindergarten; thus, this gap must be addressed prior to kindergarten. Pre-kindergarten
has now become the gentle way of introducing children to the rigors of real school. The
transition to formal schooling can be a socially, emotionally and academically challenging event
for students and families (Wildenger, MclIntyre, Fiese, & Eckert, 2008).

Theoretical Framework

In order to develop solid, effective prekindergarten programs as well as plans to promote
and build school readiness skills in young children, it is important to understand the theoretical
background of child development and student needs. John Dewey, Maria Montessori, and Jean
Piaget are three specific theorists who contributed information to this field and set the foundation
for Universal pre-kindergarten (UPK). According to Mooney (2000), “These early theorists all
agreed that children learn from doing and that education should involve real-life material and
experiences and should encourage experimentation and independent thinking. These ideas, now

quite common, were considered revolutionary in Dewey’s day” (p. 4).
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John Dewey is best known for his Theory of Progressive Education. As a progressive
education theorist he shared with Vygotsky, Montessori, and Piaget the central ideas of that
movement: education should be child centered; education must be both active and interactive;
and education must involve the social world of the child and the community (Mooney, 2000,

p. 4). John Dewey’s theory provides substance for UPK advocates. His belief is that “children
learn best when they interact with other people, working both alone and cooperatively with peers
and adults” (Mooney, 2000, p.5).

Jean Piaget is known for the Theory of Cognitive Development. According to Piaget,
children are born with a very basic mental structure that is genetically inherited and evolved and
on which subsequent learning and knowledge is based. Piaget showed that young children think
in strikingly different ways than adults (McCleod, 2009). The goal of Piaget’s theory was to
explain the mechanisms and processes by which the infant and then the child develop into an
individual who can reason and think. To Piaget, cognitive development was a progressive
reorganization of mental processes children construct an understanding of in their environment
then build what they discover onto what they already know (McCleod, 2009). “While others
wanted to know what children know or when they know it, Piaget asked how children arrive at
what they know” (Mooney, 2000, p. 59). While most theorists believed a child’s learning was
either intrinsic (coming from within the child) or extrinsic (coming from the environment or
taught by others), Piaget believed a child’s interactions with his or her environment create
learning experiences; therefore, a child is utilizing intrinsic and extrinsic modalities to learn
(Boden, 1979; Mooney, 2000).

Piaget’s theory included the belief that children learn best when they are performing the

work themselves. He believed that by doing, children create their own understanding of the
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environment around them. Piaget discussed how the opportunity for a child to construct his or
her own learning environment is far greater than any instruction an adult could offer. He also
believed that children only learn when their curiosity is not fulfilled. Through his research and
work, Piaget created four stages to describe cognitive development in children. The four stages
include sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational. Piaget’s
work on the developmental stages of the child has been a primary influence on American
preschool programs over the past 40 years (Boden, 1979; Mooney, 2000).
Effects of Pre-Kindergarten for At-Risk Children

There is increasing recognition of the importance of the early childhood period as a
critical time for promoting children’s learning in order to assure readiness for success in school
(Campbell, Ramey, Pungello, Sparling & Miller-Johnson, 2002; DiPietro, 2000; National
Research Council, 2001). To accomplish this goal a variety of service delivery models are
provided for early childhood programs. Public school pre-kindergarten and federally-funded
Head Start programs are primarily for children from lower income backgrounds. Childcare
programs serve children from all income levels. States are faced with a number of challenges as
they strive to develop early childhood education systems that meet the social and academic needs
of children, particularly those from low income backgrounds, using current funding streams. As
children from low income backgrounds are known to have less exposure to rich vocabulary,
fewer experiences with books, and less parental responsiveness to children’s interests (Evans,
2004; Hart & Risley, 1995; Landry, Smith, Swank, Assel & Vellet, 2001), there is a growing
belief in the United States that high quality pre-kindergarten programs should be utilized as a
way to ensure that children from low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds are prepared to start

school in kindergarten.
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There are more than 3 million children that enroll in public kindergarten programs each
year at different levels. Some differences are normal and to be expected, but unfortunately
socioeconomic factors play a major role in the differences in each child’s strengths, weaknesses,
skills, and needs. In order for all children to have a strong foundation to be successful students,
any disparities have to be reduced at an early age. High-quality pre-kindergarten has proven
effective in alleviating grade repetition, dropping out, and special education placement (Belfield,
et al. 2006; Reynolds et al. 2002).

Economists Lynn Karoly and James Bigelow (2005) have determined that investing in
Pre-K for all will pay future dividends, even assuming less impact on middle-income children.
Publicly funded pre-kindergarten programs are adopted by most states to promote school
readiness, especially for children at risk for academic problems due to poverty. Offering high
quality pre-kindergarten programs to children at risk of school failure would yield a larger
number of students prepared to learn when they enter kindergarten. It is believed that investing
in pre-kindergarten programs will increase school readiness skills of children at the start of
school, especially those children that are likely to struggle academically and socially in meeting
the demands of elementary school. Several states fund such programs that serve four-year-olds
in this country, and many states have proposed expansions. Unfortunately, a survey conducted
by the National Center for Early Development and Learning indicated that 46% of kindergarten
teachers reported that more than half of the children in their classes were not ready for school,
that is, they lacked the self-regulatory skills and emotions and social competence to function
productively and to learn in kindergarten (West, Denton, & Keaney, 2001).

The Early Child Longitudinal Survey (ECLS), a nationally representative sample of over

22,000 kindergarten children, suggests that exposure to multiple poverty-related risks increases
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the odds that children will demonstrate less social competence and emotional self-regulation and
more behavior problems than more economically advantaged children (West et al., 2001).
Although socioeconomic disadvantages solely do not lead to social and/or emotional problems,
research indicates there is some risk children living in poverty experience negative social and
emotional outcomes. Low income has also been deemed as a significant risk for conduct/
behavior problems and academic underachievement at an early age. Without effective high
quality pre-kindergarten programs, the early-identified gaps in social competence and
socioeconomically disadvantaged children will widen as children progress in school.

Previous and current studies continue to show the many benefits of providing quality pre-
kindergarten programs, with substantial benefits for at-risk children. Increasing numbers of
states are offering state-supported pre-kindergarten programs for four-year-olds, and there is
momentum nationally for universal access to pre-kindergarten. Research findings clearly
suggest that high-quality pre-kindergarten experiences can benefit children, particularly children
considered to be at risk of school failure (Lamy, Barnett, & Jung, 2005). It is believed that early
intervention can have a major positive impact on altering the development course of high-risk
children. Studies have shown the rates of grade repetition, special education placement, teen
pregnancy, drug use and smoking were all significantly lower for low-income children who
attended high quality pre-kindergarten programs. By fifth grade, poor children are as much as
two times more likely to lack proficiency in math and reading skills than children who are not
poor (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2007). High
quality preschools may act as an intervention to help promote the academic achievement of low-
income children through middle school. Low family income also has consequences for

children’s achievement, in part because poverty places constraints on families’ investments in
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material resources (e.g., books) necessary for cognitive and language development (Becker &
Tomes, 1986; Dearing & Taylor, 2007; Votruba-Drzal, 2003; Yeung, Liner, & Brooke-Gunn,
2002). When economic pressures are associated with poverty, it is likely that parent’s
psychological wellness is impaired, and there is a tendency for decreased positive parenting
skills, while negative parenting behaviors increased. The National Institute for Early Education
Research (NIEER) examined the short and long-term effects of preschool education on young
children’s learning and development and found,

the strongest evidence suggests that economically disadvantaged children reap long-term

benefits from preschool. However, children from all other socioeconomic backgrounds

have been found to benefit as well.... Increasing public investment in effective preschool
education programs for all children can produce substantial educational, social, and

economic benefits. (Barnett, 2008, pp. 1-2)

Studies over the past 40 years regarding math and reading achievement, improved access
to learning materials and learning stimulation may be particularly crucial for low-income
children because deprivation in this area is the primary mechanism by which low income leads to
underachievement (e.g., Yeung et al, 2002). By improving their learning environments, higher
quality pre-kindergarten programs may provide an advantage for low-income children,
promoting early cognitive skills and knowledge to increase their chances for later success in
math and reading. When children enter kindergarten they are expected to have the necessary
prerequisite skills for early literacy, math and social competence to conform to school
procedures. Some children enter kindergarten with the skills ready to learn and others do not.

When the report, A Nation at Risk was released in 1983, attention was given to the poor

scores in mathematics and science achievement of American students, particularly those who
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were economically disadvantaged (Walberg, 2010). Reform efforts in education were developed
to confront the problem. The 1983 report revealed that even though 13% of all 17-year-olds in
the United States would be considered functionally illiterate, minority youth account for 40% of
the illiterate (U.S. Department of Education, 1983). In an updated report, A Nation Still at Risk
(1998), revealed that only slight progress had been made, including little progress in the
disparities between groups of students.
The Achievement Gap

Historically in the United States, universal access to elementary and secondary schooling
eventually became a reality. Universality of access has not, however, resulted in equal
educational achievement, and schools still differ from one another in the quality of the education
they provide. The current policy debate in the field of education focuses largely on what is
referred to as “the achievement gap.” The reference is to the well-documented, persistent
association of educational achievement to socioeconomic status (SES) and race/ethnicity. As a
group, that is to say, on average, students of higher SES fare better on indices of educational
achievement than do those from lower SES families. African American, Hispanic, and other
non-White groups who are over-represented in the lower socioeconomic strata tend, as a group,
to lag behind their White counterparts in school achievement (Laosa, 2005). It is well known
that children who experience socioeconomic disadvantages in their home are more likely to enter
in the formal school system with limitations in their readiness to learn and to follow a trajectory
of poor academic achievement (Duncan et al., 2007; Hertzman & Power, 2006). Recent studies
have suggested that the effects of attending preschool differ according to race. The achievement
gap between White children and Black children is a persistent concern. It is believed that racial

gaps in cognitive ability appear prior to children entering elementary school. The National
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Center for Education Statistics (NCES) in 2009 and 2010 reported that an average of more than
20 test-score points on the NAEP math and reading assessments for 4™ and 8" grades still exists
between Whites and African Americans and Hispanic students accounted for a difference of
approximately two grade levels (cited in Education Week, 2011).

In July, Education Week (2011) updated an “Achievement Gap” report originally
published in 2004. The updated graduation data from the Education Research Center’s for
annual Diploma Count Report sited:

While 82.7% of Asian students and 78.4% of White students in the class of 2008

graduated on time, that was the case for only 57.6% of Hispanic, 57% of Black, and

53.9% of American Indian students... 68% of male students graduated on time in 2008,

compared with only about one half of male students from minority backgrounds.

(Education Week, 2011, p. 2)

Table 1 displays the graduation rates in Alabama for the school year 2010-2011, defining the
disparities in racial and ethnic groups of students (NationalJournal.com, The Next America-

Education 2012/Education).
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Table 1
Graduation Rates by Race/Ethnicity (2010—2011 School Year)

Students Graduation Rate (%)
Alabama Total 72
Ethnicity
American Indian/Alaska Native 80
Asian/Pacific Islander 77
Black or African American 63
Hispanic/Latino 66
White (not Hispanic) 78

In addition to the graduation rate, disparities are also found in college bound students in
race and ethnicity. Sixty-two percent of qualified White high school graduates enter college,
while only 12% of similarly qualified Hispanic graduates and 14% of Black high school
graduates enter college (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
2010, Table 235).

A growing body of research provides strong evidence that preschool programs can have
positive and long-lasting effects on a host of academic and social outcomes (Belfield, Nores,
Barnett & Schweinhart, 2006; Garces, Thomas & Currie, 2000; Ludwig & Miller, 2007;
Reynolds, Temple, Robertson & Mann, 2001). Results from studies imply that attending
prekindergarten might be a powerful instrument for reducing racial achievement gaps.

Children enter public kindergarten programs with different strengths, weaknesses, skills
and abilities. Some of these differences are normal, and to be expected due to variations in

development. Unfortunately, socioeconomic factors also contribute considerably to a school-

21



readiness discord. There is already a substantial achievement gap between low-income children
and their wealthier peers when they enter kindergarten. The gaps typically occur in the areas of
cognitive development, social/emotional development, and health conditions. Low-income
children are more likely than more affluent children to attend lower-quality schools, causing
more difficulty in closing the gap later through school only. Increased attention must be given to
early childhood programs to support and assess school readiness to ensure a more level start
when they enter school.

Several factors have contributed to growing state and national concerns in promoting
early learning and cognitive development as one way of preventing school readiness gaps. The
public has a better understanding of how to advance young children’s learning through
documented research on the importance of early learning experiences on brain development.
Early childhood initiatives have been started to encourage high-quality programs through quality
rating systems. The federal government supported school readiness in 2002 when the Bush
administration established Good Start, Grow Start, which recommended states developed
voluntary early literacy and math guidelines be aligned with their K—12 standards for young
children between the ages of three and five. The Obama administration has maintained a focus
on early childhood by including $5 billion of new funding for Child Care, Head Start, Early
Head Start, and programs for young children with special needs in the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act (Daily, Burkhauser & Hall, 2011). Many states have created longitudinal data
systems by linking data in education from birth through K—12 as a primary focus. Promise
Neighborhoods Initiative, Race to the Top, and a new home visiting grant program are recent

federal opportunities to support states in tracking signs of children’s school readiness.
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When there isn’t a solid foundation of early learning, many children enter school with a
deficit, and they spend years trying to catch up. About 60% of low-income children and more
than a third of middle-income children do not know the alphabet (Coley, 2002). These
significant gaps in children’s development and ability often occur before age five; therefore, any
disparities must be reduced during the early years. Many studies have found that children from
low-income families gain more cognitively from preschool than do their more advantaged peers,
though gains for children from middle-income backgrounds can still be substantial (Burger,
2010; Gormley et al., 2005; Melhuish et al., 2008). Public funding of early childhood education
is reportedly reducing ethnic and racial gaps in preschool attendance. It is possible that further
increases in enrollment and improvements in quality would decrease readiness gaps.

Policies that target low-income families, who are usually Black, are expanding high
quality preschool programs for all three and four year old children in an attempt to close the
Black-White school readiness gap. The majority of children entering kindergarten today have
attended some type of preschool. Although young children’s early academic skills are developed
through various activities, the type of quality they receive is different. The widely varied
experiences may affect racial and ethnic gaps in school readiness and widen the gap. The ethnic
gaps might widen more if racial and ethnic minority groups are not enrolled in beneficial early
education programs, attend only half time, or attend lower quality programs. Preschool
experiences might narrow racial and ethnic gaps if children from minority groups are enrolled
and attend higher-quality programs full days.

Racial and ethnic disparities exist both in enrollment and the quality of early childhood
education. Black children are more likely than White children to be enrolled in a lower-quality

preschool program. They are also more likely to attend Head Start, which may mean that these
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programs are doing what they must to help alleviate early achievement gaps. It is not realistic to
expect a preschool program to protect a child against the risk of low academic achievement, but
it should be expected that such programs help narrow the achievement gap between racial and
ethnic differences in young children’s academic skills to ensure they enter school on a more even
foundation.

Achievement Gap and Cultural/Environmental Factors

Children of poverty suffer from environmental factors that influence low-quality child
care and positive early learning opportunities: poorer health and school readiness traits; they are
more likely to live in unsafe neighborhoods; suffer from trauma, abuse and/or neglect;
experience parental depression, and domestic violence; and experience exposure to
environmental toxins (Anderson, et al., 2009; Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997). Wahlberg (2010)
describes how poverty is linked to child-rearing practices that include “fewer verbal
interchanges, less praise and affection and provision of poor problem-solving strategies’ impact
achievement” (p. 34).

The culture and environment in which children are raised may play a vital role in the
achievement gap. Jencks and Phillips argue that African American parents may not encourage
early education in toddlers because they do not see the personal benefits of having exceptional
skills. As a result of cultural differences, African American students tend to begin school with
smaller vocabularies than their White classmates (Jencks & Phillips, 1998). These children can
benefit from high quality Pre-K, childcare, or preschool settings. “These center-based programs
can offer the parent respite from child care and teach the child communication and problem-
solving skills that may buffer the child from some effects of neglect” (Wasik, 1998, as cited in

DePantilis, 2006, p. 55).
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The research from Sadowski (2006) and Rose (2010) show a connection between
socioeconomic status and preschool attendance, but Sadowski (2006) goes on to create an even
stronger connection between socioeconomic status and school readiness, explaining that there are
vast disparities in what different children know when they come to school due to their life
experiences, which greatly affects how well they will do in the classroom. He noted that “most
researchers agree that socioeconomic status — closely associated with race and ethnicity — is one
of the strongest predictors of low skills at school entry” (Sadowski, 2006, p. 1). Rouse et al.
(2005) further explained this connection, including commentary on how race and ethnicity can
play a role as well:

10% of White children, as against 37% of Hispanic and 42% of Black children, live in

poverty. Further, the better the socioeconomic status of a child’s family, the more likely

that child is to be “ready” for school. Given the close links between race and ethnicity
and family socioeconomic status, on the one hand, and socioeconomic status and school
readiness, on the other, it is not surprising that family socioeconomic status appears to

explain a substantial portion of the racial and ethnic gaps in readiness. (p. 8)

Research such as this is what prompted presidential campaign slogans of recent years to be
centered around the idea of creating a universal pre-kindergarten program for all students to
attend, regardless of family income, so that children all over the United States would have equal
opportunities to learn and grow together while preparing for kindergarten (Besharov & Call,
2008).

Impoverished families are overstressed in trying to meet the daily needs of their families,
which can result in depression, difficulty in nurturing, disengagement, and difficulty focusing on

the needs of the children (Jensen, 2009). Low-income children experience less cognitive
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stimulation, less cognitive stimulation, less enriched vocabulary, as well as language interaction.
Children from lower socio-economic families enter kindergarten up to four times behind their
counterparts in language expressed in their vocabulary (Hart & Risley, 1995). According to a
national survey by U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “59% of American parents
above the poverty line were involved in three or more school activities on a regular basis; this
contrasts with 36% of parents below the poverty line” (Evans, 2004, p. 81). Additionally,
chronic and unpredictable stresses, which families of poverty are more prone to, weakens the
brain’s capacity to learn, and decreases memory, and impairs attention and concentration (Yang,
et al., 2003).

Research on preschool children from low socioeconomic classes dates back to the 1960s
and 1970s with researchers like Labov (1970), Berstein (1977), and Heath (1983) working to
begin large-scale efforts in assisting low socioeconomic, disadvantaged children with school
readiness (as cited by Farkas & Hibel, 2008). These researchers concluded that, overall, the
effects of having a low income drastically change the family factors involved in child rearing,
such as having low vocabulary usage in the home, experiencing family distress and disorder in
the home, and displaying harsh and ineffective parenting in the home (Farkas & Hibel, 2008).
Because these factors are vastly different than the cognitive skill instruction that happens within
warm and responsive parenting styles of higher-income families, children from low-income
families are often not as developmentally ready for kindergarten as their peers (Farkas & Hibel,
2008).

Zaslow et al. (2000, as cited in Boethel, 2004) reported that the “large number of young
children living in poverty is cause for concern because it has been found that poverty during the

first five years of life is more detrimental than poverty experienced at any other point during
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childhood or adolescence” (p. 35). Denton and West (2002) reported that “differences in
children’s overall achievement linked to their family’s poverty status, race/ethnicity, and school
type persist from kindergarten through the spring of first grade” (p. 65). “Poverty before five is
associated with few total years of schooling, so it would appear a trajectory for school failure and
dropout...poverty cab influence developmental outcomes...a home environment unsuitable for
early learning and development, physical dangers for children” (Zaslow et al., 2000, p. 35).
Bowman, Donovan, and Burns (2001) concluded,
Young children who are living in circumstances that place them at a greater risk of school
failure—including poverty, low level of maternal education, maternal depression, and
other factors that can limit their access to opportunities and resources that enhance
learning and development—are much more likely to succeed in school if they attend
well-planned, high quality early childhood programs (as cited in Boethel, 2004, p. 34)
Efforts toward Closing the Achievement Gap
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001was created to significantly impact K—12
public education. At that time, only 32% of 4™ graders were able to read at the proficient level;
of those, only 7% of the students who scored at the proficient level were eligible for free or
reduced lunch, 6% were Black, 8% were Hispanic and 16% were Native Americans (U.S.
Department of Education Budget Service and The Nation’s Report Card, 2002b; see Figure 1).
Thus, most of the 68% who were not proficient were minority children and/or children who live
in poverty (U.S. Department of Education Budget Service and The Nation’s Report Card,
2000). States adopted learning standards that guided the content to be taught. Recently, many
states have also adopted early learning standards for prekindergarten programs that address

children’s social skills underlying school success as well as the academic content areas. The
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current preschool learning standards were created in response to NCLB requirements and
focused on promoting cognitive, health, and social development in an effort to prepare them for
kindergarten. Unfortunately, current research shows that too often, preschoolers are not
receiving the quality early educational experiences they need in order to lay this foundation
(Day &Yarbrough, 1998; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 1998; et
al, 2001). President John F. Kennedy stated on February 20, 1961:

Our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress in education. Our

requirements for world leadership, our hopes for economic growth, and the demands of

citizenship itself in an era such as this all require the maximum development of energy

young American’s capacity. The human mind is our fundamental resource.
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Figure 1: Percentage of fourth graders proficient in reading. (National Center for Education

Statistics, The Nation’s Report Card, Fourth Grade, Reading 2000).
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The Good Start, Grow Smart (GSGS) initiative of 2002 (the White House, n.d.) was
created to meet the school readiness mandates put forth in NCLB and to ensure that the more
than 9.8 million preschoolers in our country (Johnson, 2005) all enter school ready to succeed.
The quality early education standards that GSGS requires all states to create function as action
plans by providing standards based on content explicitly outlined of what is expected of
preschooler’s development. These standards are also intended to measure early childhood
educators accountable for quality teaching, and help guide their teaching practices. It was once
believed that preschoolers’ only needed supportive and nurturing early childhood educators.

Cognitive development is currently the focus in preparing preschoolers for school and
life. Therefore, the accountability movement yielded by NCLB has trickled down to impact
preschool education. Creating standards that anticipate all children are developmentally capable
to learn in the same time frame is likely a disadvantage, especially for certain populations. Some
children come to school with little or no parental support, and few have attended a quality
prekindergarten program. These students are most likely at risk, and come from poverty-stricken
families. Primary focus on cognitive development for this diverse population may be
unfortunate. Early educators, in an effort to ensure that all children are cognitively ready for
school, may resort to inappropriate methods to ensure preschoolers learn the skills outlined in
preschool policy guidelines. This can have potentially damaging emotional, social, and
academic consequences for preschoolers labeled as educational failures before they even enter
the K—12 school system (Hatch, 2002). Narrowly focused standards could direct early educators
away from other necessary areas of school-readiness, such as motivation and learning how to
learn, as well as other important facets of early childhood education, like health and social and

emotional development. In the extreme, it could limit teaching practices causing education to
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become rigid, superficial, and narrow (National Association for the Education of Young
Children, 2002).

Title I, the first section of NCLB, is the largest federal funding source for low-income
students. Title I funds are the primary funding source for elementary and secondary education,
and may be used assist young children as early as birth. Although the implementation of NCLB
may present an amount of challenges that may impact available resources for prekindergarten
programs, Title I of NCLB offers an opportunity for schools and districts to promote high-quality
early education initiatives, which could be beneficial for at-risk children. As a result of NCLB
many states and districts made dramatic changes in their educational systems.

With the passage of NCLB in 2001, a new urgency was put on schools to overcome and
break through the achievement gap and set the same performance targets for children from
economically disadvantaged families, for children with disabilities, for children with limited
English proficiency, and for children from all major ethnic and racial groups (National
Governor’s Association Center for Best Practices, n.d.). If a school fails to meet performance
targets, schools may be eligible for additional financial resources. However, after repetitive
failure to meet academic benchmarks, schools may face consequences (U.S. Department of
Education, 2002a). Possibly more despairing will be the ‘label’ given to the school for failing to
meet performance standards, and labeled, ‘Persistently Low Achieving School’ status. “In other
words, schools now are considered successful only if they close the achievement gap. Many
schools are struggling to meet this benchmark™ (National Governor’s Association Center for Best
Practices, n.d.).

The use of Title I funds for early education programs is not a new idea. Several school

districts have utilized these funds to invest in early education programs for years. Even though
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NCLB accountability requirements created new demands to maintaining or increasing those
investments, there are also opportunities and incentives to support early education programs, and
the flexibility of Title I funds can be used to support them. However, the requirements of NCLB
and the limited funding available are placing school districts in an awkward position of not
funding successful high-quality educational programs. Research shows that well-planned and
well-implemented high-quality early educational programs have shown improvement for
children particularly those from low-income families and immigrant families. Longitudinal
research on three comprehensive early childhood programs with positive impacts on low-income
into adulthood found that these programs generally began early in the child’s life and at least by
age three (Galinsky, 2006).

Children must continue to experience high-quality early educational opportunities and
support services throughout their childhood years. Policymakers along with early childhood
educators must continue communication about the best approaches to have effectively
implemented pre-kindergarten programs. To support early educators’ school-readiness efforts, it
is necessary to provide education, training and materials. The standards within preschool policy
guidelines may well fall short of their mark of ensuring that all preschoolers will enter school
ready to learn without focused attention to coordination, communication, consensus building,
and financing (NAEYC, 2002).

There are a growing number of preschoolers age three to five in the United States. Their
school readiness is important to later years’ success in school and to the nation’s progress. This
belief has become the topic of national debates and has gained the attention of early education
advocates, organizations, and the public. NCLB has placed early education into the political

arena. Early educators’ teaching practices are influenced by initiatives, acts, legislation,

31



mandates, policies, and guidelines that outline what is acceptable. Early educational experiences
are relevant and cannot be overlooked. It will take efforts and strong leadership at the federal,
state, and local levels to successfully create and sustain stable investments in young children.

Rick Stiggens (2008) challenged current assessment beliefs, “We have come to a tipping
point in American education when we must change our assessment beliefs and act accordingly,
or we must abandon hope that all students will meet standards or that the chronic achievement
gap will close” (p. 1). As schools and educators in Alabama moved forward to meet the new
NCLB requirements, they became more assessment literate, embracing the concept of
assessment for learning.

Although progress has been made in closing the achievement gap, the gap still exists. An
abundance of financial resources have been reverted to support these efforts. Since 1965,
American taxpayers have invested more than $778 billion on federal programs for elementary
and secondary education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005). The No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 dramatically increased federal spending on and authority over public
education in America to an all-time high, requesting $24.4 billion for No Child Left Behind in
2008, a 41% increase over 2001 spending. Education reform also required states to spend
additional funding to comply with new policies, with some states spending 17 to 20 million
dollars to meet regulations (Lips & Feinberg, 2007). Since the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act first passed Congress in 1965, the federal government has spent more than $321
billion (in 2002 dollars) to help educate disadvantaged children. Forty years and $321 billion
later, “only 32% of 4"-graders can read skillfully at grade level” (U.S. Department of Education

Budget Service and The Nation’s Report Card, 2000, p.2).
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High-Quality Pre-K Programs

Neuman (2003) stated, “High-quality pre-kindergarten has been documented to be the
single best investment for improving achievement” (p. 289). Neuman (2003) also pointed out
that “to get the best investment, however, we need to think more strategically about the
components of early intervention programs” (p. 289). Each and every year, public schools
become more scrutinized on teaching effectiveness and student outcomes. This has resulted in
the ever-pressing need for interventions to occur at a younger age. Young children must receive
access to learning before the age of five if high academic achievement is to be expected. Studies
have shown that access to pre-kindergarten programs will provide this much needed early
cognitive development (Lazarus & Ortega, 2007).

Chien et al. (2010) cited a study dealing with early cognitive and language development of
early childhood students. Burchinal et al. (2000) pointed out the findings of their study “provide
further evidence that researchers and policymakers should strive to improve the quality of child
care to enhance early development” (p. 339). High-quality pre-kindergarten programs must
introduce children to critical pre-reading skills. This early exposure to the letters of the alphabet
and other print concepts does not always occur at home. Children who have been raised in
poverty have lacked reading exposure or other stimulating experiences, or who possess certain
cognitive deficits are often found to be below average in letter naming and phonological skills
(Molfese et al., 2006). Regardless of children’s background or cognitive level they could
potentially benefit from intervention designed and implemented based on data collected from
assessments often used in high-quality Pre-K programs.

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) (2009) outlined

five key guidelines for practitioners in Pre-K in support of high-quality programs: (a) creating a
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caring community of learners; (b) teaching to enhance development and leaning; (c) planning
curriculum to achieve goals; (d) assessing children’s development and learning; and (e)
relationships with families. What does this look like in classrooms? Programs designed for
young children should be based on what is known about young children (Bredekamp & Copple,
1997). More specifically, early childhood curriculum should reflect:

= The way children learn. It should be provided to reflect the concrete stage of
development and be meaningful and relevant. It should be guided by best practices
within what is developmentally appropriate for the group of students as a whole as
well as for each individual student (NAEYC, 2009).

*  Whole child development, including physical, social, emotional, aesthetic and
cognitive development. Development in one domain influences and is influenced by
development in other domains...and a quality early education curriculum should
equally support all domains (NAEYC, 2009).

* Emotional development is just as important for children’s future development and
school success. That is, “Children who have difficulty paying attention, following
directions, getting along with others, and controlling negative emotions of anger and
distress, do less well in school” (Raver, 2002, p. 4). This problem is worsened
because children who display antisocial behavior are less likely to be accepted by
their peers and teachers, and become more likely to dislike school, which impacts
achievement (NAEYC, 2009).

Programs should be guided by best practices within developmentally appropriate for the group of
students as a whole as well as for each individual student (NAEYC, 2009). Childhood

development is orderly and proceeds in predictable directions toward greater complexity,
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supporting the use of age appropriate curriculum with optimal periods for certain types of
development and learning (NAEYC, 2009). However, learning and development occurs at
varying rates and is often uneven child to child. The rapid rate of development in early
childhood dictates that curriculum also reflects individually appropriate needs (NAEYC, 2009).
Therefore, curriculum should represent both age appropriate and individually appropriate
learning opportunities for all children in the classroom, the definition of developmentally
appropriate practices (DAP) for young children (Gestwicki, 2007; NAEYC, 2009).

However there is much confusion as to what these DAP practices actually look like in a
classroom. Some misunderstanding about DAP include: There is only one right way to carry out
DAP; DAP classrooms are unstructured; teachers teach minimally or not at all; and DAP
classrooms don’t include academics (Gestwicki, 2007, 2011).

Bredekamp and Copple (1997) explain that DAP classrooms recognize the fact that
children are active learners, drawing on direct physical and social experiences as well as
culturally transmitted knowledge to construct their own understandings of the world around
them. Furthermore, children are provided a safe and secure environment in which they can form
relationships with responsive adults and peers. They are also given the opportunity to practice
newly acquired skills (a type of hands-on learning that forms connections in the brain) and to
play. Play should be used as a foundation of the preschool curriculum. Play is an important
vehicle for children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development and children must be given
the opportunity to further develop and thrive in early childhood classrooms (Bredekamp &
Copple, 1997; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009b; NAEYC, 2009).

The National Association for the Education of Young Children created guidelines that

many states use when designing or evaluating Pre-K programs. These are professional
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classroom standards that are designed to promote children’s learning. There are four core
dimensions of practices: (1) implementation of a curriculum that is sensitive to the
developmental capabilities and backgrounds of the children; (2) effective teaching characterized
by coherent development of ideas, feedback, and multiple instructional approaches to optimize
children’s learning opportunities; (3) ongoing assessment of children’s development for
individualization of instruction; and (4) the positive teacher-child relationship is vital to
children’s school success (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).

The quality of a preschool educational program has been an important factor when
determining its educational value. Many preschool programs in the United States offer services
of poor or mediocre quality (Barnett, et al., 2006). However, there is no single agreed-upon
definition of quality for preschool programs (Collins, 2009). Collins identified structural and
process characteristics for determining the quality of early childhood centers. The National
Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) developed 10 benchmarks for state standards
relating to program quality (Barnett et al., 2010). The 10 benchmark standards are (a)
comprehensive early learning standards; (b) teacher with a bachelor of arts degree; (c)
specialized training in pre-kindergarten; (d) assistant teacher with a child development associate
credential; (e) at least 15 hours per year of in-service training for teachers; (f) maximum class
size below 20; (g) staff-child ratio of 1:10 or better; (h) vision, hearing, and health services; (i) at
least one meal; and (j) site visits. At the beginning of the 2010-2011 school year, lead teachers
in public and nonpublic schools were required to have a bachelor’s degree or higher in early
childhood education. During the 2009-2010 school year, Alabama, Alaska, and North Carolina
had programs that met all 10 quality benchmarks. Georgia met nine of the benchmarks (Barnett

et al., 2010). Current research on pre-kindergarten programs, including Head Start, indicates the
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extensive quality variations between existing programs (Gormley et al., 2005). The effects these
programs have on children are closely connected to the quality of the education they provide.
Alabama’s state funded First Class Pre-K program has been awarded the highest quality rating
by NIEER for the past eight years. Alabama is one of only five states to receive this distinction.
Alabama has scored a perfect “10” on these quality standards by meeting and/ or exceeding the
benchmarks established by NIEER. The Office of School Readiness in Alabama (OSR) is
dedicated to working with pre-K programs to ensure that Alabama’s 4-years-olds have access to
high quality learning experiences to ensure they are prepared for school success. OSR works
with classrooms to promote those high quality experiences in Alabama. Chart 1 outlines the
quality criteria defined by NIEER as well as how Alabama implements the criteria in its First

Class Pre-K classrooms.
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Quality Indicators

Office of School Readiness Recommendations

Early Learning Standards

Alabama Developmental Standards for Preschool Children
(Online at www.children.alabama.gov under the Office of
School Readiness section)

Teacher Degree

Lead Teacher must have a Bachelor’s Degree in Early
Childhood Education or Child Development, at minimum

Teacher Specialized Training

Lead Teacher must have specialized training in early
childhood field

Auxiliary Teacher Degree

Auxiliary teacher must have a Child Development
Associate credential (CDA) or equivalent (9 hours of
approved coursework in child development), at minimum

Teacher In-Service

Lead Teacher must have at least 30 hours yearly in-service
professional development and training

Maximum Class Size

Maximum number of children per classroom must be 20 or
fewer; recommended number is 18

Staff-Child Ratio

Lowest acceptable ration of staff to children in classroom
must be 1:10 or better

Screening/Referral and Support
Services

Provide physical, vision, hearing and dental screenings and
referrals and at least one additional support service to
families; all parents complete the Ages and Stages
Questionnaire-3 (ASQ-3) developmental screener

Comprehensive Curriculum

First Class Pre-K classrooms will implement the Alabama
First Class Framework, which consists of the Alabama
Developmental Standards for Preschool Children, First
Class Program Guidelines, First Class Classroom
Guidelines, the ASQ-3 Developmental Screener and the
Teaching Strategies GOLD Assessment. Classroom
guidance and support will be provided by First- Class
Coaches.

Monitoring

Site visits and monitoring will be provided by First Class
Monitors to ensure quality and compliance. The Early
Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS) and other
assessments are administered to ensure the program is
meeting children’s needs.

Source: Alabama Office of School Readiness (p.2). Reprinted by permission of the Alabama

Department of Children’s Affairs

Chart 1: NIEER Quality in Alabama’s First Class Pre-K Program.

Barnett, Carolan, Fitzgerald, and Squires (2011) reported that children who attend

preschool are more likely to succeed in kindergarten than those who do not. Participating in
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early education can also provide academic and social benefits that last well beyond kindergarten.
Researchers have repeatedly demonstrated that children particularly from low-income families
benefit from high quality preschool (Espinosa, 2002). High quality preschool programs make
every effort to prepare children for the academic and social expectations of a kindergarten
program. Children who attend a quality preschool program are exposed to early literacy skills in
order to increase their ability to read. Children at this age are also beginning to develop
appropriate character traits and are learning to interact successfully with other people. Barnett
and Belfield (2006) reported that center-based programs in which children actually attend
classrooms are more likely to enhance development in children. As stated by Barnett and
Belfield (2006),

In the best programs, children are systematically, regularly, and frequently engaged in a

mix of teacher-led and child-initiated activities that enhance the development of

language, knowledge of concepts and skills, problem-solving abilities, self-regulation and

other socio-emotional skills, attitudes, values, and dispositions. (p. 80)

Mead (2008) reported that researchers at the National Center for Early Development and
Learning have recognized characteristics in teachers that are conducive to learning in a preschool
setting. These characteristics include clear and concise instruction in crucial skills, positive,
compassionate, and sensitive interactions, constructive feedback, effective verbal interaction,
productive stimulation, and a classroom environment that is encouraging, respectful, and
inviting. Research shows that children in preschool programs aligned with the educational goals
of early elementary school are likely to graduate high school and become productive citizens

(Gilliam, 2005).
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School Readiness

Definitions of school readiness have been debated for years. In general, the most widely
accepted idea of school readiness revolves around the demonstration of a child’s skills,
behaviors, or attributes in relation to the expectations of individual classrooms (Lin, Lawrence,
& Gorrell, 2003). The United States Department of Health and Human Services conducted a
meeting in 2008 that focused on synthesizing early childhood readiness research. The meeting
record included the statement that, “In theory, definition of school readiness should identify the
foundational skills, content knowledge, and concepts children need when they enter school, in
order to achieve academic success in early elementary schools and beyond” (National Center for
Children in Poverty & Abt Associates, Inc., 2008, p. 6).

The ability to manage their emotions and behaviors and to make meaningful friendships
is an important prerequisite for school readiness and academic success. Socially competent
children are also more academically successful, and poor social skills are a strong predictor of
academic failure (Reid & Webster-Stratton, 2004). As educators, our goal is to give each and
every student the best education possible. Unfortunately, each and every year this goal becomes
harder to attain. One of the main reasons this has become such a struggle centers on the growing
concern about children’s lack of school readiness (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000).
Evidence suggests that children’s school readiness, especially children from disadvantaged
backgrounds, is enhanced in pre-kindergarten programs (Magnuson, Meyers, Ruhm, &
Waldfogel, 2004).

In 1997, the United States developed a National Education Goals Panel (NEGP). This
group looked at a number of factors affecting public schools in the United States. They

developed eight goals related to student success from early childhood through high school. The
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published document, The National Education Goals Report: Building a Nation of Learners
(1997), identified the first goal as Ready to Learn. The goal claimed, “By the year 2000, all
children in America will start school ready to learn” (National Education Goals Panel, 2000
par.1). Three components of school readiness were identified by this panel: children being ready
for school so they can participate in the classroom and in various learning experiences, schools
being ready for the children by responding to the needs of the children enrolled in the program,
and promoting family and community environments that support learning. An important
component of school readiness is the need for continued understanding of how to reach out to
young children and their families to facilitate learning once the children arrive at school. The
NEGP continued to refine the definition of readiness until it was accepted by the early childhood
community (Wesley & Buysse, 2003). According to the NEGP (2000), readiness focuses on five

different areas of development. The five areas are:

1. Motor development and physical well-being

2. Social and emotional development

3. Approaches toward learning

4. Language usage and the ability to communicate
5. Cognition and general knowledge

Development in one of the five areas affects development in all other areas (Children Now,
2009).

In the May 2000 legislative session, the Office of School Readiness (OSR) was created in
the Department of Children’s Affairs (DCA) and charged with the task of developing a statewide
definition of school readiness for four-year-olds. In December 2002, the Alabama Office of

School Readiness adopted the following definition:
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‘School Readiness’ is a condition whereby children enter school with:
(a) an enthusiasm for learning,
(b) an ability to function in a social setting,
(c) age-appropriate communication and problem solving skills,
(d) age-appropriate physical and emotional skills, and
(e) optimal health.
School readiness is fostered through opportunities that promote child exploration,
sociability, curiosity, creativity, decision making, independence, and responsibility, in
combination with partnerships among families, teachers, local, and state communities. A
child who is ready to learn when entering school will be able to obtain optimal benefits
from learning experiences offered by the school and will encounter fewer obstacles to
learning. Supporting children to be “ready for school” is essential in the attainment of:

(a) educational achievement and success,

(b) reduction of retention and remediation resulting in financial benefits,

(c) higher individual economic status, and

(d) a positive sense of social responsibility
thus creating a stronger, healthier society (Alabama Department of Children’ s Affairs
Office of School Readiness, 2010).

Alabama’s First Class Pre-K Program
Alabama’s First Class Pre-K Program is part of the Alabama Office of School Readiness
within the Department of the Alabama Department of Children’s Affairs, which is overseen by
the Governor, Dr. Robert Bentley. First Class provides effective, high quality early childhood

experiences that prepare Alabama’s children for school success and lifelong learning by focusing
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on quality, expansion, technology, transparency and accountability, and technology and reporting
processes. In 2012-2013, six percent of Alabama’s four-year-olds were enrolled in the First
Class program. However, Governor Bentley and the Alabama Legislature have doubled
investments in Alabama’s First Class Pre-K Program, expanding access to an expected twelve
percent during the 20142015 school year.

“Alabama began offering state-funded preschool to 4-year-olds through the Alabama Pre-
Kindergarten Program in 2000” (National Institute for Early Education Research, 2009, p. 30).
Other than the age criteria, there are no specific eligibility requirements to enroll a child in Pre-K
in Alabama.

Sites for the programs are selected through a competitive grant process and include

public schools, private child care centers, Head Start centers, faith-based centers, and

colleges and universities. Grantees must provide a local match of their grant award,
which varies across grantees and program years. The state aims to have at least one

classroom per county. (National Institute for Early Education Research, 2009, p. 30)

In 2010, the Department of Children’s Affairs and the Alabama Department of Education
began a partnership to interlock two documents into one set of standards for all preschool
children in the state. The present document, Alabama Developmental Standards for Preschool
Children, is a result of these two departments having a shared vision that all children should be
provided school readiness experiences that meet their individual needs. These standards may
receive modifications and accommodations to classroom activities, routines, and learning areas
that may be needed to enhance the participation of children with disabilities.

The Alabama Department of Education and the Department of Children’s Affairs believe

that parents are the most important teachers of young children. Increasing numbers of low-
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income parents in the workforce have resulted in more young children in childcare for more
hours than ever before, being cared for and partially raised by non-parents (Schumacher, Irish, &
Lombardi, 2003). Interactions between parents and children are becoming limited and place
children at risk for low academic performance and inadequate school success.

The Alabama Developmental Standards for Preschool Children is designed to be
collectively reflective of the standards and curricula used in various preschool settings
throughout the state, and serves as a progression to the kindergarten standards contained in the
Alabama Courses of Study. The standards describe desired outcomes for all preschool children
as they enter kindergarten. The Developmental Standards also incorporates the philosophy of
including children with disabilities in preschool programs and the importance of teachers making
the necessary accommodations to the curriculum and the learning environment based on the
individual needs of children.

The Alabama Developmental Standards for Preschool Children are based on what is
currently known about preschool children, and should be used as a guide for teachers to aid in
planning pre-kindergarten experiences that will promote children’s progress toward achieving
benchmarks. The standards are fundamental and specific, but not all-inclusive. Preschoolers
should be engaged in all areas of development because they are considered equally important and
support leaning. The standards are grouped around nine areas of development:

* Approaches to Learning

* Language and Literacy

* Mathematics

* Science

e (Creative Arts
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Technology

Social and Emotional Development

Physical Development

Health and Daily Living

Goals and standards in the nine areas align with kindergarten standards found in the subject area
Courses of Study developed by the State Department of Education and with the 2011 Head Start
Child Development and Early Learning Framework. The following chart shows the alignment of
the major areas of development with the specific courses of study and the domains in the Head
Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework (Alabama Department of Children’s

Affairs Office of School Readiness, 2010).
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Alabama Developmental

Head Start Child
Development and Early

Standards for Preschool Children | Alabama Course of Study Learning Framework
Approaches to Learning None Approaches to Learning
Logic and Reasoning
Language and Literacy English Language Arts- Language Development
Kindergarten Literacy Knowledge and Skills

Mathematics

Mathematics — Kindergarten

Mathematics Knowledge and

Skills

Science and Environmental

Education

Science — Kindergarten

Science Knowledge and Skills

Technology

Technology Education

Science Knowledge and Skills

Social and Emotional Development

Social Studies

Social and Emotional
Development

Social Studies Knowledge and
Skills

Physical Development Physical Education Physical Development and
Health

Health and Daily Living Health Education Physical Development and
Health

Creative Arts Arts Education — Kindergarten | Creative Arts Expression

Source: Alabama Developmental Standards (p. xi). Reprinted by permission of the Department of

Children’s Affairs

Chart 2: Alignment of Standards

According to research conducted by the Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama

(PARCA), students who participated in Alabama’s First Class Pre-K program academically
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outperformed their peers once they reached elementary school, and the advantages conferred by
Pre-K participation persist at least through the 6 grade. The research compares test scores of
students who participated in the state’s Pre-K program with students that didn’t, and shows that
the positive academic effects are particularly strong for Pre-K participants who come from lower
income households. There is a persistent gap in academic achievement between students from
low-income households and those from more affluent families. But for low-income students who
participated in the Pre-K program that gap was about 25 percent smaller on average (The

PARCA Perspective, October 2013).

Pre-K Impact for Poverty Students
Performance on the ARMT by Grade

Average Reading Scores*
(2012)

W Poverty without Pre-K
W Poverty with Pre-K

620 |

610 |

* Does not control
for student age.

590
3rd Grade 4th Grade 5th Grade 6th Grade

Source: www.archive.constantcontact.com/fs111/1106394189560/archive/115478890046.html

Figure 2: Pre-K Impact for Poverty Students

Alabama’s First Class Pre-K Program was expanded during the fall of 2013 because of

the Legislature’s decision to increase Pre-K funding from $19 million in 2012-2013 to $28
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million in the 2013-2014 budget year. The New York Times recognized Alabama as a model for
President Obama’s push to expand preschool. With the expansion, Alabama’s public Pre-K is
still relatively small. Approximately 9 percent or 5,500 of the state’s 4-year-olds were served
during the 2013-2014 school year. Currently, 12 percent are enrolled at more than 300 sites
across the state while nationally, 28 percent of 4-year-olds are enrolled in state-financed Pre-K.
In Georgia, where the state lottery contributes a portion of the proceeds to the program, about 60

percent of four-year-olds are enrolled in public Pre-K.

Percentage of 4-year-olds in Public Pre-K, by state* 2012

* Does not include children in Head Start

Source. http://archive.constantcontact.com/fs111/1106394189560/archive/1115478890046.html

Figure 3: Percentage of 4-year-olds in Public Pre-K, by state.

Summary
Literature suggests that the early years are the most important years of a child’s life.
High quality early childhood education can increase school readiness and narrow the

achievement gap between low-income students and other income students. Achievement gap
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between lower socioeconomic and racial/ethnic groups of children and their counterparts is
evident even before kindergarten. A large number of studies support the use of high-quality Pre-
K opportunities that can make a significant difference in reducing these gaps (Boykin &
Noguera, 2011).

There are 420 preschools associated with school districts in Alabama. School
administrators in 420 schools in Alabama are now faced with the responsibility of recognizing
and providing instructional leadership for high-quality Pre-K programs in order to generate
results that positively impact children and yield academic benefits that can narrow the
achievement gaps among groups of students. Research has proven that Pre-K education is a
successful tool in bridging the achievement gap. Therefore, it is imperative to have a better
understanding of what Alabama school administrators know and what they need to know
regarding their knowledge of Pre-K and curriculum in order to achieve the desired results in Pre-

K programs and successfully bridge the achievement disparities among Alabama students.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODS AND PROCEDURES

Introduction

Information presented in this chapter is intended to add to the limited amount of research
regarding principals’ perceptions on the benefits of high quality Pre-K programs and their impact
on student achievement for at-risk children in selected Central Alabama districts. This chapter
contains five sections: (a) the researcher’s role; (b) participants; (c) description of the testing
instrument; (d) research design and data collection procedures; and (e) data analysis.

The Alabama First Class Pre-K Program is recognized by the National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER) for the past eight years as having the highest quality rating, and
working with pre-K programs to ensure that Alabama’s four-year olds have access to high
quality learning experiences to ensure they are prepared for school success. Four hundred
twenty (420) schools across the state of Alabama are a part of the First Class Grant Pre-K
Program. All of these schools have at least one Pre-K program on their campus.

The Office of School Readiness within the Department of Children’s Affairs establishes
the guidelines for Alabama Pre-K programs. The program guidelines are aligned with the
Alabama Department of Education Course of Study. As previously mentioned, the purpose of
this study was to examine Alabama public school principals’ perceptions about Pre-K and its
impact on student achievement for at-risk students. Using survey data, the study attempted to
gain a better understanding of what Alabama school principals know and understand about the

Pre-K program and their relationship to school achievement. The research design chosen was
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quantitative. The quantitative approach was used to measure the effects of high quality Pre-K
programs and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children in elementary schools within
Central Alabama School Systems.

This study was framed around the following research questions:

1. What are Alabama elementary principals’ perceptions about research linking
children in high-quality Pre-K programs and later school achievement?

2. What are Alabama principals’ perceptions about research-based high quality
standards and curriculum in Pre-K programs?

3. To what extent do Alabama elementary principals believe financial, facility, or
human resources impact Pre-K programs in Alabama?

4. Is there a statistically significant difference between principals’ perceptions of the
benefits of Pre-K programs when grouped according to gender, ethnicity,
qualifications, number of certifications, and years of experience?

The Researcher’s Role

During the period of research the researcher was employed by the Macon County School
System as a Principal, and Director of Human Resources/Professional Development Coordinator.
The role of the researcher for this study was to examine the principals’ perceptions of Pre-k
programs. This study provided the researcher with an opportunity to analyze data collected from
four district’s principals for the purpose of determining their perceptions of the benefits of Pre-K
programs. Because of the researcher’s job position within one of the districts, measures were
taken to avoid internal bias that could impact the true analysis of the study. The researcher
understood the importance of the participants not feeling obligated to respond to the

questionnaire in a manner that did not reflect their true beliefs.
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Description of the Setting

The study took place in Central Alabama within five school districts. The five districts
have a total of 54 elementary schools. District I has 14 schools, six of which are elementary
schools. District II has eight schools, four of which are elementary schools. District III has six
schools, three of which are elementary and one unit school. District IV has 51 schools, of which
32 are elementary schools. District V has 13 schools, five of which are elementary schools and
two unit schools. According to the 2013-2014 Alabama State Department of Education Average
Daily Membership, District I has approximately 11,069 students enrolled; District IT has
approximately 1,742 students enrolled; and District III has approximately 2,431 students
enrolled. According to the school systems’ website, District IV has approximately 31,316
students enrolled and District V has an approximate enrollment of around 10,000. Each
elementary school within the districts is accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools. They are also accredited by the Alabama State Department of Education.

Over the past several years within the state of Alabama, there has been a heavy focus on
funding more Pre-K programs to help increase student achievement for at-risk students. All five
school districts have at least one or more publicly funded Pre-K program. Some districts with
more than one Pre-K program will fund the second through the use of Title I dollars.

The Participants

The participants in this study consisted of all 54 elementary school principals from five
school districts in Central Alabama. These principals are certified in the area(s) of Early
Childhood Education (Grades P-3), Elementary Education (Grades P-6), or both. Principals in

the study either led a public elementary school with a funded Pre-K program on campus or a Pre-
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K program that was located within their school district during the 2013-2014 school year. The

participants in this study were selected for the following reasons:

1. The principals involved in this study were charged with supervision of elementary
curriculum.

2. Principals are qualified to analyze and disaggregate data from student test
performance.

3. There is a limited amount of research on principals’ perceptions of the benefits of

prekindergarten programs.
Description of the Testing Instrument

The researcher requested and received permission to use a survey designed by Florendo
(2012) entitled Nebraska Public School Administrators’ Perceptions of Preschool Education.
For this study, in order to determine the principals’ perceptions of the benefits of prekindergarten
programs in Central Alabama, a modified version of Florendo’s instrument, titled Pre-K
Programs in Central Alabama Schools Survey (Appendix A), was used to collect data from the
principals. The instrument assessed their perceptions toward benefits of high quality
prekindergarten programs for at risk students. The two-part questionnaire was designed to
collect data regarding background information of the respondents, perceptions of Pre-K
programs impact on student achievement, principal’s knowledge of early education research,
principal’s knowledge of early childhood education curriculum, relationship of resources to Pre-
K, and whether there are differences in principals’ perceptions about Pre-K. Permission to
collect data was granted through the Office of Research Compliance—Human Subjects at Auburn

University.

53



The instrument for this study consisted of two parts. Section I of the survey was
designed to collect specific demographic information that led to a greater understanding of the
sample population. The demographic portion consists of eight specific questions that were
included to determine if there were any significant differences in principals’ perceptions based
on gender, age, level of education, years of experience as a principal, and student enrollment.
Survey items 1-4 investigate the principals’ personal and professional characteristics. Survey
items 5—8 address the school’s geographical location (rural and non-rural), enrollment of the
school, and the socioeconomic status of the school. The statements in Section II on the survey
were framed around the research questions and the common themes that were originated from
the review of literature. The items were grouped according to the content/constructs that
emerged during the review of literature. Messick (1994) argued that by using this design, all
important parts of the construct domain are covered.

Section II of the questionnaire also consisted of a 20 item anchored on a four-point
Likert-type scale (1 = None; 2 = A Little; 3 = Some; 4 = A Lot). Likert-type scales can be
reliable and valid instruments for the measurement of attitude and perceptions (Gay & Arisain,
1999). Question items 9-14 address principals’ perceptions of Pre-K programs impact on student
achievement. Question items 15-18 address principals’ knowledge of early education research.
Question items 19-23 address principals’ knowledge of early childhood education curriculum

Question items 24-28 address the relationship of resources to Pre-K.

Reliability and Validity
The reliability and validity of the survey instrument used in this study was presented by
Florendo (2012) in her dissertation, Nebraska Public School Administrators’ Perceptions of

Preschool Education. Creswell (2005) stated that in order to address validity of the survey, the
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survey must be sent out first to two groups of experts who are knowledgeable on both content
and expertise for feedback. Florendo (2012) sent the survey out to two groups of experts, school
administrators who were purposely selected to provide feedback on the survey for content
purposes, and three external experts who are very knowledgeable of Pre-K.

Florendo piloted the survey in a graduate administrator class for analysis of reliability.
The University of Nebraska at Lincoln’s (UNL) Nebraska Evaluation and Research Center
(NEAR) analyzed the results. Florendo reported in her dissertation that the Cronbach’s alpha for
the categories of Research was (.93) and for the category of Curriculum and High Quality
Criteria was (.76). The survey reliability statistic Cronbach’s alpha for the category of
Perceptions of Pre-K was (.67). Through further analysis the rankings were proved to be strong
for three of the four questions. Florendo’s utilization of the expertise of UNL’s NEAR Center, a
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was analyzed for each category in the final survey. This shows that
the instrument is a valid and reliable instrument for the purpose of the study.

Research Design and Data Collection Procedure

Prior to beginning the study, the researcher submitted a Research Protocol Review Form
to the Office of Research Compliance at Auburn University. Upon approval from the
Institutional Review Board for Research involving Human Subjects, the researcher began the
study.

The researcher obtained written permission by the Superintendents of the participating
school districts to survey all elementary school principals in their district (see Appendix B).
Once the participants had been identified and selected, a letter indicating the purpose of the study

was sent to each elementary principal in Central Alabama via electronic mail (see Appendix C).
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They were also informed that they would receive a questionnaire to assess their perceptions of
the benefits of prekindergarten programs.

An information packet was mailed to all 54 elementary school principals within one week
of the initial contact. The packet included an information letter on Auburn University letterhead
(see Appendix D) with the district’s approval letter to conduct the study (see Appendix E). Also,
included in the packet were the questionnaire (see Appendix A), and a self-addressed, stamped
envelope in which to return the completed questionnaire. Confidentiality of the participant,
school and school district was noted in the consent letter and that their participation was
voluntary. The participants were asked to complete and return the questionnaire. A follow-up
electronic mail was sent to those administrators who had not returned the questionnaire within
two weeks. Of the 54 questionnaires mailed, a total of 43 were returned, resulting in a return rate
of 80%.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 12.0.
The 43 completed questionnaires contained eight demographic categories: gender, race, years of
experience as a principal, level of education, rural or non-rural school, school enrollment,
percentage of students on free and reduced lunch, and Title I or non- Title I school, as well as 20
stimulus statement responses. Each of the 20 statements was rated by principals as follows: 1 =
None; 2 = A Little; 3 = Some; 4 = A Lot. The main statistical techniques used were frequency
and percent, mean scores, standard deviations, correlation, t-test, and One-way ANOVA.

Summary
The researcher used a modified version of a questionnaire designed by Florendo (2012)

in her dissertation Nebraska Public School Administrators’ Perceptions of Preschool Education.
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The questionnaire was examined by two groups of experts, and field-tested to establish validity
and reliability. Because validity and reliability were previously established through Florendo’s
study, the questionnaire was administered to the participants. The questionnaires were
anonymously returned via mail, and the data taken from the questionnaires were analyzed.
Chapter IV of this study will present an in-depth analysis of the data collected. The data will be

presented and interpreted using quantitative research methodology.
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CHAPTER 4. RESULTS

Introduction

The purpose of this research study was to examine perceptions of Central Alabama
elementary school principals on the benefits of Pre-K programs and its impact on student
achievement for at-risk children. All 54 elementary school principals within the districts where
the study took place were asked to participate. The questionnaire was sent and returned by 43 of
the 54 participant principals or an 80% response rate.

The researcher investigated principals’ overall perception of Pre-K programs, as well as
examined whether a statistically significant relationship (p < .05), if any existed between
principals’ perceptions of Pre-K programs based on eight demographic areas. The areas included
gender, race/ethnic origin, years of experience as a principal, level of education, rural or non-
rural school, school enrollment, free/reduced lunch rate, and Title I or non-Title I school.
Finally, the researcher investigated principals’ beliefs regarding financial, facility or human
resources impact on Pre-K programs.

This study was framed around four research questions:

1. What are Alabama elementary principals’ perception about research linking children

in high-quality Pre-K programs and later school achievement?

2. What are Alabama principals’ perceptions about research-based high quality

standards and curriculum in Pre-K programs?
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3. To what extent do Alabama elementary principals believe financial, facility, or
human resources impact Pre-K programs in Alabama?

4. Is there a statistically significance difference between principals’ perceptions of the
benefits of Pre-K programs when grouped according to gender, ethnicity,
qualifications, number of certifications, and years of experience?

Included in this chapter are the analyses of the data and the findings of the study. The
data presented in this study were collected using a 28-item questionnaire which was mailed to
the participants. The data from the returned questionnaires were analyzed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 12.0 computer software. Descriptive statistics,
independent samples t-tests, Pearson Correlations, and ANOVA were used to analyze the data. .

The results will be discussed under the following sub-headings:

1. Demographic Characteristics

2. Principals’ Knowledge of Early Education Research.

3. Principals’ Knowledge of Early Childhood Education Curriculum

4. Resources to Pre-K Programs

Demographic Characteristics

The findings for the participants’ demographics of the respondents are listed in Table 2.
Sixteen (37.2%) of the respondents were male, and 27 (62.8%) were female. Eighteen (41.9%)
of the respondents reported their race as White, and 25 (58.1%) as Black. The findings also
revealed that 37.2% of the principals’ indicated that their years of experience as principal ranged
from 0-5 years, while just 9.3% had 21 and above years of experience. The respondents’ level of
education was reported as follows: 20 (46.5%) Master’s degree, 20 (46.5%) Education

Specialists degree, and 3 (7.0%) Doctorate degree. More than half (26 or 60.5%) of the
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respondents’ schools are classified as non-rural. Seven (16.3%) of the respondents worked at a
school with an enrollment between 0—300 students, 16 (37.2%) between 301-500, 15 (34.9%)
between 501-700, and 5 (11.6%) with an enrollment of 701 and above. A majority (31 or
72.1%) of the respondents noted free and reduce lunch rates at their school of above 55%. Thirty

four (79.1%) of the respondents work at a Title I school.

Table 2

Descriptive Statistics for the Respondents’ Demographics

Variable % n
Gender
Male 37.2 16
Female 62.8 27
Race
White 41.9 18
Black 58.1 25

Years’ Experience as Principal

0-5 Years 37.2 16
6—-10 Years 279 12
11-15 Years 7.0 3
1620 Years 18.6 8
21 Years and Above 93 4

(table continues)
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Variable

% n
Education Level
Master’s Degree 46.5 20
Education Specialist 46.5 20
Doctorate 7.0 3
School Classification
Rural 39.5 17
Non-rural 60.5 26
School Enrollment
0-300 16.3 7
301-500 37.2 16
501-700 34.9 15
701-900 7.0 3
901-1200 2.3 1
1200 and above 23 1
Free/Reduced Lunch Rate
Below 35% 7.0 3
35%—-55% 20.9 9
Above 55% 72.1 31
Title I School
Yes 79.1 34
No 20.9 9
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Results

Survey participants responded to questions in four categories using a four-point Likert
scale for each survey item: Perceptions of Pre-K programs (6 questions); Research linking Pre-K
to later school achievement (4 questions); High-quality criteria and curriculum (5 questions); and
Resources (5 questions). Survey category ratings are shown in Table 3. Overall results are given
in each section, with the mean rating in each category. The highest rated category was
principals’ perceptions in “Curriculum” while “Research” was the lowest rated category (see
Table 3). These findings are similar to earlier studies conducted by Neuman (2003) and Reid
and Webster-Stratton (2004) where they found that high-quality pre-kindergarten has been
documented to be the single best investment for improving achievement, and socially competent
children are also more academically successful, while poor social skills are a strong predictor of
academic failure. Sections 1 through 4 will examine overall survey results by category, and each
survey item in the category. Data are also disaggregated for the subgroup of elementary
principals to address the Research Questions 1 through 4. Descriptive statistics, independent t-
tests, one-way analysis of variance and Pearson correlation were the other statistical techniques
used to analyze the data. As indicated in Table 3, the variable with the highest mean score was
3.74 was “knowledge of early childhood education curriculum”, while “knowledge of early
childhood education research” was rated as 2.86. The latter may suggest that principals may not

consider this variable as beneficial to quality Pre-K programs.
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Table 3

Category Survey Overall Mean Scores

Survey Results by Category: Questionnaire Items Mean SD
Sections -1V
perceptions of pre-k programs | Perceptions of Pre-K (6 questions) 3.0 1.59
impact on student achievement

Questionnaire Items 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14
knowledge of early education ~ |Research (4 questions) 2.86 .94
research

Questionnaire Items 15, 16, 17, and 18
knowledge of early childhood  |Curriculum (5 questions) 3.74 .56
education curriculum

Questionnaire Items 19, 20, 21, 22, and 23
relationship of resources to Resources (5 questions) 3.11 .99

pre-k

Questionnaire Items 24, 25, 26, 27, and 28

Section I of the questionnaire contained six questions that gauged the principals’

perceptions of Pre-K programs. Elementary principals were asked to indicate the response that

most closely represented the experience at their school according to the level of importance

placed on Pre-K programs (M = 3.48); emphasis on development, continuation or expansion of

Pre-K programs (M = 3.09); increase in Pre-K programs (M = 3.00); Pre-K programs discussions

with stakeholders (M = 3.02); teachers endorsed in early childhood education for kindergarten

through second grade (M = 3.27); and staff development that pertain to Pre-K programs (M =

2.19).

Mean scores for survey items 9 through 14 ranged from 2.19 to 3.48 (see Table 4). In

relation to the four-point Likert type scale used in this study about the participants “Perceptions
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of Pre-K programs”. Questions 9-14 showed a high level of agreement with an overall category
rating of 3.00. The item, “What importance is placed on early childhood education in your
school district?” was the highest rated item (3.48), and “When your district provides staff
development on the topic of curriculum, how often are there opportunities for staff development
that pertain to preschool”? was rated the lowest (2.19). There were no significant differences
between the subgroups of elementary principals for this category or any survey item 9—14, in the
category of “Perceptions of Pre-K” between elementary principals. There was a significant
difference for survey item 10 “As schools strive to improve student achievement, what emphasis
is given to the development, continuation or expansion of early education programs to support

these efforts?” (p = .051).
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Table 4

Principals’ Perceptions on the Benefits High Quality Pre-K Programs

Questionnaire Item N M SD

9. What level of importance is placed on early childhood education in 43 348 | 0.90
your school district?

10. As schools strive to improve student achievement, what emphasis is 43 3.09 | 1.01
given to the development, continuation or expansion of early
education programs to support these efforts?

11. As more preschools are implemented in school districts throughout 43 3.00 | 1.04
Alabama, to what extent have there been conversations about
implementing or increasing preschool programs in your district
over the past nine months?

12. To what extent has Pre-K been discussed with stakeholders, 43 3.02 | 0.93
(teachers, parents, community members, school board members,
etc.) within your school district?

13. Are educators with endorsements in Pre-K specifically recruited for 43 327 | 447
kindergarten through second grade openings?

14. When your district provides staff development on the topic of 43 2.19 | 1.23
curriculum, how often are there opportunities for staff development
that pertain to preschool?

Research Question One

Research Question One was: What are Alabama elementary principals’ perception about
research linking children in high-quality Pre-K programs and later school achievement?
Elementary principals in the five public school districts indicated their knowledge of early

education research on a four-point Likert type scale. The data in Table 5 show the means and

standard deviation for principals’ perceptions about research linking children in high-quality Pre
K programs and later school achievement.

In survey items 15 through 18 asked participants were asked to rate their perceptions of
“Research on Pre-K” and its impact on school achievement for at-risk children. An examination
of the findings revealed that the mean scores for questions 15—17 ranged from 2.69 to 3.23 on the

4-point scale. The survey item “What do you know about the long-term academic achievement
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benefits for at risk children who attend high-quality Pre-K programs?” rated the highest overall
(3.23). The survey item “What do you know about early brain development research?”” along
with the survey item “What do you know about the positive long-term early childhood education
studies and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children? rated the lowest overall
(2.69). These findings support earlier studies conducted by the HighScope Perry Preschool Study

(Schweinhart, et al., 2005) and the Carolina Abecedarian Project (Campbell, et al., 2002).

Table 5

Principals’ Perceptions about Research Linking Children in High-Quality Pre-K Programs and
Later School Achievement

Questionnaire Item N M SD
15. What do you know about early brain development research? 43 2.69 | 091
16. What do you know about the positive long term early childhood 43 2.69 | 1.12

education studies and the impact on student achievement for at risk
children (Perry Project Study, Abecedarian Study, etc.)?

17. What do you know about the cost benefits of providing Pre-K 43 2.83 | 097
programs vs. later intervention programs such as special education
services, self-supporting employment, etc.?

18. What do you know about the long term academic achievement
benefits for at risk children who attend high quality early childhood 43 3.23 1 0.78
education programs?

Research Question Two

Research Question Two was: What are Alabama principals’ perception about research-
based high quality standards and curriculum in Pre-k programs? The data in Table 6 shows the
means and standard deviation for principals’ perceptions about research-based high quality
standards and curriculum in pre-k programs. In survey items 19 through 23 participants were

asked to rate their perceptions of “Curriculum” in Pre-K programs. An examination of the
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findings revealed that the mean scores for questions 19-23 ranged from 3.62 to 3.90 on the 4-
point scale. The survey item “ What level of importance should be devoted to learning social
and emotional skills, such as getting along with others, making friends, learning how to manage
one’s feelings, etc.?” rated the highest overall (3.90). The survey item “What level of
importance should be devoted to learning school routines, walking in a line, learning to sit

quietly, etc.?” rated the lowest overall 3.62 (see Table 6).

Table 6

Principals’ Perceptions about Research-Based High Quality Standards and Curriculum in Pre-K
Programs

Questionnaire Item N M SD

19. What level of importance should be placed on identification of 43 376 | 052
letters and numbers in early childhood education programs?

20. What level of importance should be placed on learning to write 43 367 | 064
one’s name?

21. What level of importance should be placed on communication, 43 379 | 0.59
talking, and expansion of vocabulary?

22. What level of importance should be devoted to learning school 43 362 | 0.69
routines, walking in a line, learning to sit quietly, etc.?

23. What level of importance should be devoted to learning social and
emotional skills, such as getting along with others, making friends, 43 3.90 | 0.36
learning how to manage one’s feelings, etc.?

Research Question Three

Research Question Three was: To what extent do Alabama elementary principals believe
financial, facility, or human resources impact Pre-K programs in Alabama? In survey items 24—
28 participants were asked to rate their perceptions of “Resources” and its impact on accessibility
and availability to Pre-K education within their school district. An examination of the findings

revealed that the mean scores for questions 2428 ranged from 3.11 to 3.13 on the 4-point scale.
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The survey item “To what extent do financial resources have in your school district’s ability to
offer an early childhood education program?” along with “To what extent does accessibility to
teacher resources, such as certified early childhood education teachers, have in your school
district’s ability to offer a Pre-K program?” rated the highest overall (3.13). The survey item “To
what extent do adequate building facilities have in your school district’s ability to offer a Pre-K
program?” along with “To what extent does offering family support and or parent education
programs have in your school district’s ability to offer an early childhood education program?”
and “To what extent do other community resources, such as community Head Start programs and
existing community preschool programs, have in your school district’s ability or choice to offer a

Pre-K program?” rated an overall 3.11 (see Table 7).

Table 7

Principals’ Beliefs that Financial, Facility, or Human Resources Impact Pre-K Programs

Questionnaire Item N M SD
24. To what extent do financial resources have in your school district’s 43 3.13 | 1.01
ability to offer an early childhood education program?
25. To what extent do adequate building facilities have in your school 43 3.11 | 1.02
district’s ability to offer a Pre-K program?
26. To what extent does accessibility to teacher resources, such as 43 3.13 | 094

certified early childhood education teachers, have in your school
district’s ability to offer a Pre-K program?

27. To what extent does offering family support and or parent education| 43 3.11 | 0.98
programs have in your school district’s ability to offer an early
childhood education program?

28. To what extent do other community resources, such as community 43 3.11 | 1.02
Head Start programs and existing community preschool programs,
have in your school district’s ability or choice to offer a Pre-K
program?
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Research Question Four

Research Question Four was: Is there a statistically significant difference between
principals’ perceptions of the benefits of Pre-K programs when grouped according to gender,
ethnicity, qualifications, number of certifications, and years of experience? Several bivariate
Pearson correlations were calculated to address research question 4. The correlational matrix is
listed in Table 8. The Pearson correlation analysis reflected statistically significant relationships
at both the (p < .05, **p <.01) in six of the eight demographic variables. The correlation
coefficient ranges from .01 for years of experience with Title I/Non Title I schools. Conversely,

gender and Title I/Non Title I schools had the highest correlation coefficient (-.74).

Table 8

Pearson Correlations for Principals’ Perceptions of the Benefits of Pre-K Programs When
Grouped According to Gender, Ethnicity, Qualifications, Number of Certifications, and Years of
Experience

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 p
Gender (1) - 12 14 -3 -03 -08 -20 27 41
Race (2) - =02 15 -10  -31%* 36* -25 41
Years Experience (3) -.02  42%* .19 -.06 01 34
Educational Level (4) -08  -31% A5 -32% 37
School Classification (5) 37* -23 .29 .83
School Enrollment (6) -45%%  46%* 95
Free/Reduced Lunch (7) -74%% 18
Title I/Non Title I (8) .07

Note. *p < .05, **p <.01
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Summary

The purpose of this research study was to examine Alabama elementary school
principals’ perceptions about Pre-K and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children.
Chapter IV presented the findings for this study. Principals overall ranked the categories of
“Perceptions” about Pre-K relatively high at 3.0, and “Resources” about Pre-K relatively high
with a mean score of 3.11. Pre-K “Curriculum” was the highest ranking category, with a
category mean of 3.74, while the category of “Research” about Pre-K scored the lowest 2.86.
Results from the Pearson correlation analysis reflected statistically significant relationships at
both the (p < .05, **p <.01) in six of the eight demographic variables. Gender and Title [/Non
Title I schools had the highest correlation coefficient (-.74). Based on the perceptions of the
population of this study, the analysis of the data suggests that elementary principals perceive Pre-
K programs to have an effective impact on student achievement for at-risk children. The next
chapter will present a discussion of these findings, implications, and recommendations for

further research.
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CHAPTER 5. SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND

RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to examine principals’ perceptions on the benefits of high
quality Pre-K programs in Central Alabama public elementary schools. Results from
longitudinal studies of children attending high-quality Pre-K programs present a significant case
that comparable programs can be used as a tool to close the achievement gap. Chapter I
presented an overview that included the historical background of quality early childhood
education programs and its benefits for at risk children. The statement of the problem,
significance of the study, key terms, limitations, delimitations, and assumptions were also
discussed. Chapter II included a review of literature. The literature review presented
information regarding the theoretical framework of child development and student needs. The
review of literature also discussed the effects of Pre-K for at-risk children, addressed the
achievement gap between races, examined relevant research studies related to the benefits of
high-quality Pre-K programs, discussed the importance of school readiness, and examined
Alabama’s First Class Pre-K programs. Chapter III presented the methodology involved in
designing this study. The test instrument design, participant information, research design, data
collection procedures, and analysis of the data were introduced. Chapter IV presented the

findings for this study. The findings examined demographic information of the participants and
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a statistical analysis linked with their responses to the testing instrument. Chapter V will provide
a summary, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for further research.
Summary

The findings presented in this study examined the demographic descriptions, rating scale
responses, and the statistical analysis for principals participating in this study. The testing
instrument, a questionnaire, consisted of an eight item demographic section and 20 questions that
included a four point Likert type scale with which to respond. Fifty-four participants were
invited to participate in this study with 43 returning the questionnaire. Data were collected over
a two month period with a return rate of 80%.

Mean scores were used to examine the rating scaled scores. Principals’ responses were
consistently in agreement with the rating scale questions. The lowest mean score was received
for the survey item response, “when your district provides staff development on the topic of
curriculum, how often are there opportunities for staff development that pertain to preschool?”
The response yielded a mean of 2.19, indicating districts may need to improve in offering
professional development opportunities for staff that pertain to preschool curriculum. The
highest mean score received was 3.90 for the survey item, “what level of importance should be
devoted to learning social and emotional skills, such as getting along with others, making
friends, learning how to manage one’s feelings, etc.?”” This high mean score is similar to earlier
studies conducted by (Bredekemp & Copple, 1997; Raver, 2002) where they found that
programs designed for young children should be based on what is known about young children;
emotional development is just as important for children’s future development and school
success...children who have difficulty paying attention, following directions, getting along with

others, and controlling negative emotions of anger and distress, do less well in school.
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The means ranged from 2.86 to 3.74. The lowest overall mean category was the
principals’ knowledge of early education research. This was probably due to the fact that
principals had very little or no knowledge about early brain development research, or knew about
the positive long term studies and the impact on student achievement for at risk children
according to the HighScope Perry Preschool Study (Schweinhart, et al., 2005) and the Carolina
Abecedarian Project (Campbell, et al., 2002).

Findings also revealed that overall, the principals rated the variable “principal’s
knowledge of early childhood education curriculum” the highest with a mean score of 3.74. The
five survey items that make up this category are, “what level of importance should be placed on
identification of letters and numbers in early childhood education programs?” (M = 3.76); “what
level of importance should be placed on learning to write one’s name?” (M = 3.67); “what level
of importance should be placed on communication, talking, and expansion of vocabulary?” (M =
3.79); “what level of importance should be devoted to learning school routines, walking in a line,
learning to sit quietly, etc.?” (M = 3.62); “what level of importance should be devoted to learning
social and emotional skills, such as getting along with others, making friends, learning how to
manage one’s feelings, etc.?”” (M = 3.90). The principals rated the variable “principal’s beliefs
that financial, facility, or human resources impact Pre-K programs” the next highest with a mean
score of 3.11. The principals rated the variable “principal’s perceptions on the benefits of high
quality Pre-K programs and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children” with a mean
score of 3.00 indicating that most principals are in agreement that high quality Pre-K programs
play a primary role in school readiness.

Independent sample t-tests and Pearson correlation analysis were conducted to determine

if there were significant differences and relationships between the principals’ perceptions and
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their demographic characteristics. The Pearson correlation analysis reflected statistically
significant relationships at both the (p < .05, **p <.01) in six of the eight demographic
variables—race, years of experience, education level, school classification, total school
enrollment, and free/reduced lunch. In addition to the correlation analysis, data were also
analyzed using a t-test to further answer research question number four. Participants were
grouped according to gender and findings show that there were no statistically significant
difference in the perception of the principals according to the 20 survey items. The results
indicate that there were statistically significant differences on three of the 20 variables. The
variables where significant differences were noted are: As schools strive to improve student
achievement, what emphasis is given to the development, continuation or expansion of early
education programs to support these efforts? To what extent has Pre-K been discussed with
stakeholders, (teachers, parents, community members, school board members, etc.) within your
school district? What level of importance should be devoted to learning school routines, walking
in a line, learning to sit quietly, etc? The means were generally higher for Black principals
compared to White principals.
Conclusion

Based on the results from this study, it may be concluded that Central Alabama
elementary principals understand the opportunities Pre-K has to offer. Principals in the five
select public school systems in Alabama were knowledgeable of early childhood education
curriculum as indicated by the category Pre-K “Curriculum” as the highest ranking category,
with a category mean of 3.74. They believed that the level of importance in early education

programs should be placed on identification of letters and numbers, learning to write one’s name,
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expanding vocabulary, and learning social and emotional skills, such as getting along with
others, making friends, learning how to manage one’s feelings, etc.

A review of literature revealed a need to further examine the unique nature of Pre-K
programs and effects on students. Ample research has been conducted relative to kindergarten
and its effects on young children. However, Pre-K is still a relatively new concept in comparison
to kindergarten, and research is limited for principals in Alabama.

Barnett, Lamy, and Jung (2005) found that children who attended state funded Pre-K
programs in five states showed 31% more gains in vocabulary compared to children who had not
attended the programs. Overwhelming research indicates that school readiness is a key to
students’ success in today’s public schools and this foundation must be set at a very early age.
Well-organized early childhood programs are providing this opportunity for over 4 million
youngsters across the United States each and every day (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). The
purpose of these programs is to expose four-year-old children to pre-academic material and
school like activities with the intention of increasing school related achievement skills and

social-behavioral competence when children enter kindergarten (Clifford et al., 2005).

Implications
Pre-K programs are beneficial for children and should be provided by the school district.
There are educational as well as long-term benefits to providing Pre-K, resulting in less frequent
grade retention and placement in special education programs. Principals were familiar with
research and the impact of Pre-K on young children, especially children ‘at risk’. However, their
knowledge could be expanded and enriched so they can serve as advocates for early childhood

education in their community, with stakeholders, and policymakers. Professional development
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offerings on early brain research should be considered for district level administrators, principals,
and teachers to include the Perry Project Study, Abecedarian Study, etc. Also, provide staff
development on the topic of curriculum, that pertain to preschool. Increased knowledge in the
area of research can be utilized to advocate for, expand, and implement early childhood
education programs in their school districts to help close the achievement gaps.

According to Boykin and Noguera (2011), the achievement gap between lower socio-
economic and racial/ethnic groups of children and their counterparts is evident way before
kindergarten with a large number of studies supporting the use of high-quality Pre-K
opportunities that can make a significant difference in reducing these gaps.

There are 420 preschools associated with school districts in Alabama. School
administrators in Alabama are now faced with the responsibility of recognizing and providing
instructional leadership for high-quality early education programs that will produce results to
positively impact children and yield academic benefits that can narrow the achievement
disproportions among groups of students. Pre-K has proven to be an effective tool in bridging
the achievement gap. Although there are 420 preschools associated with Alabama public
schools, many children throughout the state are not being served and possibly they are more
likely the neediest at-risk children.

The Alabama School Readiness Alliance formed a Pre-K Task Force in 2011 to identify
short term and long term strategies to increase investments in high-quality, voluntary Pre-K in
Alabama. The members of the task force included: business leaders, children’s advocates,
educators and philanthropists pushing to expand First Class Pre-K in Alabama. In 2012, the Pre-
K Task Force developed recommendations that outlined a vision for expanding Alabama’s high-

quality, voluntary First Class Pre-K program so that all families have the opportunity to enroll
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their four-year-olds. To accomplish this goal, the Pre-K Task Force met in December 2014 to
revise the recommendations for the 2015 Alabama Legislative Session to increasing the total
level of state investments in First Class Pre-K by $125 million over a ten-year period, beginning
in 2013-2014 and culminating in 2022-2023 (Alabama School Readiness Alliance Pre-K Task
Force, 2015).
Recommendations for Further Research

Based on the results of the study, there is a need for further research in many areas
regarding how administrators view the benefits of early childhood education programs and its
impact for at-risk children. It is hoped that through continued research, data will become
available to show that universal pre-kindergarten programs are becoming more and more popular
and several states will continue to see increases in the numbers of students enrolling in pre-
kindergarten programs, which in turn will show an increase in achievement skills and social-
behavioral competence as children enter kindergarten.

Recommendations for further research include the following:

* Additional research examining principals’ perceptions of pre-kindergarten programs
should be conducted using a much larger number of participants.

* Research examining teachers’ perceptions of pre-kindergarten programs because
teachers work directly with the students to prepare them for kindergarten.

* Research examining the impact of pre-kindergarten programs on school readiness for
students who attended Pre-K and students who did not attend Pre-K. Researchers
should look at student data to determine students’ progress at the end of kindergarten.

* A comparative study of principals’ perceptions in Alabama versus principals’

perceptions in surrounding states (i.e. Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, Tennessee) to
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determine commonalities that could be used to guide education administration
requirements and preschool on a national level.

Policy decisions to ensure funding for Pre-K programming expansions for all
children.

Research examining the importance of Professional Development for superintendent,
principals, and teachers about the positive long term early childhood studies and its
impact on student achievement for at risk children.

School districts should provide staff development opportunities on the topic of

curriculum that pertain to preschool.
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Pre-K Programs in Central Alabama Schools Survey

Please circle the appropriate response:

1. Gender? Male Female
2. Race/Ethnic Origin?
European American/White African American/Black Hispanic American

Asian American Native American Other:

3. Years of Experience as a Principal?

0-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21 or above
4. Level of Education- Highest Degree Earned?

Master’s Education Specialist Doctorate

Other (please indicate)

5. Is your school classified as rural or non-rural?
Rural Non-Rural
6. School Enrollment?
0-300 301-500 501-700 701-900 901-1200 1201 or more
7. Free/Reduced lunch rate at your school?
Below 35% 35-55% Above 55%
8. Is your school a Title I school?

Yes No

Pre-K Programs in Central Alabama Schools Survey Page |
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Please circle the response that most closely represents the experience at your school. Respond based on
the following scale of 1-4, with 1 = None; 2 = A Little; 3 = Some; 4 = A Lot

Questions None A Some | A
Little Lot

9. | What level of importance is placed on early childhood education in your school 1 2 3 4
district?

10. | As schools strive to improve student achievement, what emphasis is given to the 1 2 3 4
development, continuation or expansion of early education programs to support
these efforts?

11. | As more preschools are implemented in school districts throughout Alabama, to 1 2 3 4
what extent have there been conversations about implementing or increasing
preschool programs in your school district over the past nine months?

12. | To what extent has Pre-K been discussed with stakeholders, (teachers, parents, 1 2 3 4
community members, school board members, etc.) within your school district?

13. | Are educators with endorsements in Pre-K specifically recruited for 1 2 3 4
kindergarten through second grade openings?

14. | When your district provides staff development on the topic of curriculum, how 1 2 3 4
often are there opportunities for staff development that pertain to preschool?

15. | What do you know about early brain development research? 1 2 3 4

16. | What do you know about the positive long term early childhood education 1 2 3 4
studies and the impact on student achievement for at risk children (Perry Project
Study, Abecedarian Study, etc.)?

17. | What do you know about the cost benefits of providing Pre-K programs vs. later 1 2 3 4
intervention programs such as special education services, self-supporting
employment, etc.?

18. | What do you know about the long term academic achievement benefits for at 1 2 3 4
risk children who attend high quality early childhood education programs?

19. | What level of importance should be placed on identification of letters and 1 2 3 4
numbers in early childhood education programs?

20. | What level of importance should be placed on learning to write one’s name? 1 2 3 4

21. | What level of importance should be placed on communication, talking, and 1 2 3 4
expansion of vocabulary?

22. | What level of importance should be devoted to learning school routines, walking 1 2 3 4
in a line, learning to sit quietly, etc.?

23. | What level of importance should be devoted to learning social and emotional 1 2 3 4
skills, such as getting along with others, making friends, learning how to
manage one’s feelings, etc.?

24, | To what extent do financial resources have in your school district’s ability to 1 2 3 4
offer an early childhood education program?

25. | To what extent do adequate building facilities have in your school district’s 1 2 3 4
ability to offer a Pre-K program?

26. | To what extent does accessibility to teacher resources, such as certified early 1 2 3 4
childhood education teachers, have in your school district’s ability to offer a
Pre-K program?

27. | To what extent does offering family support and or parent education programs 1 2 3 4
have in your school district’s ability to offer an early childhood education
program?

28. | To what extent do other community resources, such as community Head Start 1 2 3 4
programs and existing community preschool programs, have in your school
district’s ability or choice to offer a Pre-K program? B -

Pre-K Programs in Central Alabama Schools Survey Page 2
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MacoN CounTty BoARD OF EDUCATION

Theodore Samuel, President
Elnora Smith-Love, Vice President

Katy Campbell
Jacqueline A. Brooks, Ed.D. Mary H. Hooks
Superintendent of Education Karey Thompson

March 31, 2014

Melissa Tier Williams
1033 Autumn Ridge Road
Montgomery, Alabama 36117

Dear Ms. Williams:

You have been granted permission to contact potential participants and collect data for your
proposal entitled “Perceptions of Central Alabama Elementary School Principals on the Benefits
of Pre-kindergarten Programs”. Please provide a copy of the IRB —approved, stamped consent
document upon receipt. I look forward to you sharing the published results of your findings.

e

uelide A. Brooks, EdD
perintendent of Education

Sincerely yours,

501 South School Street  Post Office Box 830090 * Tuskegee, Alabama 36083-0090 * (334) 727-1600 * Fax: (334) 724-9990
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102



&/11/2015

Fw: Survey for elementary principals/doctoral requirement - Outlook Web Access Light

e — "
r‘} Office Outlook Web Access  Type here to search This Folder v|[£| Ul AddressBook  [i] Options @  Log Off

[Erelam e @ x o] @[]

3 prafts [55]
.| Inbox (6877)
g Junk E-mail [4]
[ Sent Items

Click to view all folders ¥

£3 Manage Folders...

j ' Fw: Survey for elementary principals/doctoral requirement
| Melissa Williams [willimt@tigermail.auburn.edu]

This message was sent with High importance.

Sent: Thursday, June 11, 2015 8:54 AM
To:  Melissa T. Williams

Metissa T. Williams

Human Resources Director

Macon County Public Schools

501 South School Street
2gee, AL. 36083

1600 office

334 724-9990 fax

334 421-1141 mobile

From: Melissa Williams

Sent: Thursday, May 15, 2014 10:01 AM
To: timothy.turley@elmoreca.com; kathy.terrell@elmoreco.com; susanne.goodin@elmoreco.com;
marcia.stephens@elmoreco.com; jina.sanders@elmoreco.com; dan.aude@elmoreco.com

Subject: Survey for elementary principals/doctoral requirement

Good morning,

My name is Melissa T. Williams. | am a doctoral student at Auburn University. | am contacting you
because | am in the dissertation phase of my doctoral program. | am doing a research study on
"Perceptions of Central Alabama Elementary School Principals on the Benefits of Pre-kindergarten
Programs". The purpose of the study is to examine principals’ perceptions on the benefits of high
quality Pre-K programs and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children in Central Alabama
public elementary schools. This study will also investigate if principals view the benefits of high quality
Pre-k programs as necessary for school success and lifelong learning. | have already received approval
from Dr. Langham to conduct the study.

An information letter, general information/demographic questionnaire, and a 20 item survey will be
mailed to you at your school within the next three days. If you chose to participate, please complete
the questionnaire and survey and return it in the included envelope. The survey will be completely
anonymous. If you choose not to participate, please disregard the information. If you have any

questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at willimt@auburn.edu, williamsmt@maconki2.org
or 334-421-1141.

Melissa T. Williams

Human Resources Director
Macon County Public Schools
501 South School Street
Tuskegee, AL. 36083

https/Awebmail.maconk12.0rg/OWA/?ae=tem &1=IPM.Note8id=RgAAAAA% 2fbkXCreppREq51020%2qH BWD ZR ID copehQLBN248] ApBAAAAAATBAAAAELY)... 172
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The Aubum University insiitutionat
from
% o35 o &3 /17
4
7 N Prowcate |- (U EX 4oL
-
|

AUBURN UNIVERSITY

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION
EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATIONS, LEADERSHIP AND TECHNOLOGY

(NOTE: DO NOT AGREE TO PARTICIPATE UNLESS AN IRB APPROVAL STAMP
WITH CURRENT DATES HAS BEEN APPLIED TO THIS DOCUMENT.)

INFORMATION LETTER
for a Research Study cntitled

Perceptions of Central Alnbama Elementary School Principals on the Benefits of
Pre-kindergarten Programs

You are invited to participate in a research study to examine principals’ perceptions on the
benefits of high quality Pre-k programs and its impact on student achievement for at-risk
children in Central Alabama public elementary schools. This study is being conducted by
Melissa T. Williams, under the supervision of Dr, Maria M. Witte, Associate Professor in the
Auburn University Department of Educational Foundations, Leadership and Technology.

You were selected as a possible participant because you are an elementary school principal and
your district has a unique background and characteristics. If you decide to participate, you are
asked to complete a demographic/general information questionnaire and a 20 item survey. It will
take about 6-10 minutes to complete the questionnaire and survey. Once completed, please place
the questionnaire and survey in the provided stamped envelope. Seal the envelope and place it in
the mail. To maintain your anonymity, the researcher’s name and address is written on the
envelope as both the sender and addressee.

Your participation in completing the questionnaire and survey is strictly voluntary. I assure you
that all of the data collected from you for my study will remain completely anonymous. The
information obtained from this study will be helpful in gaining information on early education
programs in Central Alabama schools as we work together to provide the best education for our
students in our state [ cannot promise you that you will receive any or all of the benefits
described. As the primary investigator, 1 can assure you that there will be no personal expenses
incurred from this study.

4036 Haley Center, Auburn, AL 3684-5221; Telephone: 334-844-4460; Fax: 334-844-3072

www.auburn.edu Pageliof2
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. PROJECT SUMMARY
a. Does the research involve any special populations?
J Yes NO Minors {under age 19)

O ves NO Pregnant women, fetuses, or any products of conception
O ves NO Prisonars or Wards
] ves NO Individuals with compromised autonomy and/or decisional capacity

b. Does the research pose more than minimal tisk to participants? (CIves NO
Minimal risk means thet the probability and magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated in the research are not greater in
and of themselves than those ordinarity encountered in dally life or during the performance of routine physical or
psychological examinations or tests. 42 CFR 46.102(j)

c. Does the study involve any of the following?
[ YEs NO Procedures subject to FDA Regulation Ex. Drugs, hiological products, medical devices, elc.

O ves [/ no Use of schaol records of identifiable students or information from instructors about
’ specific students
[ ves NO Protected health or medical information when there is a direct or indirect link that could
identlfy the participant
T ves NO Collection of sensltive aspects of the participant's own behavior, such as illegal
conduct, drug use, sexual behavior or use of alcohol
] ves NO Deception of participants

If you checked "YES" to any response in Question #3 STOP. It is likely that your study does not meet the "EXEMPT*
requirements. Please complete a PROTOCOL FORM for Expedited or Full Board Review.
You may contact IRB Administration for more information. (Phone: 334-844-5966 or Email: IRBAdmin@auburn.edu)

. PROJECT DESCRIPTION
a. Subject Population (Describe, include age, special population characterislics, efc.)

As the primary researcher, | have chosen to survey all 50 Elementary Principals from Central
Alabama In Autauga, Elmore, Lowndes, Macon, and Montgomery County school districts as
the total population for my study.

b. Describe, step by step, all procedures and methods that will be used to consent participants.
[C] N/A (Existing data will be used)

Each Superintendent of the school distircts will be emailed a letter requesting approval to
conduct my study within their school district. Once approval has been granted by the
Superintendents, a letter of consent to participate will be emailed to each Principal explaining
the purpose of the study.

2of3
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C.

Brief summary of project. (Include the research question(s) and a brief descriplion of the methodology, including
recruilment and how dala will be collected and protected.)

The purpose of this study will be to examine principals' perceptions on the benefits of high
quality Pre-k programs and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children in Central
Alabama public elementary schools. The study will investigate If principals view the benefits
of high quality Pre-k programs as necessary for school success and lifelong learning. The
perceptions of school level adminlstrators are also Important because they play a pivotal role
in advocating the need for universal Pre-k programs in ways that will support increased
funding by states, and in turn, the quality of early educational opportunities offered to all
students. For the purposs of the this study, demographic data will be gathered from each
principal so common group data, such as rural and non-rural disaggregated data can be used
to get better pérspactive of the results. The research for this study was framed around the
following questions:

1. What are Alabama elementary principals’' perception about research linking children in
high-quality Pre-k programs and later school achievement?

2. What are Alabama principals' perception about research-based high quality standards and
curriculum in Pre-k programs?

3. To what extent do Alabama elementary principals believe financial, facility, or human
resources impact Pre-k programs in Alabama?

4. Is there a statistically significant difference between principals' perceptions of the benefits
of Pre-k programs when grouped according to gender, ethnicity, qualifications, number of
certifications, and years of experience?

The data will be collected using a mixed methods research design. The survey instrument will
be hand delivered to each particlpant at the district principal meetings and collected by
researcher. The secondary dellvery method will be hand delivered to principals at each
school site and collected by researcher.

d. Walvers. Check any waivers that apply and describe how the project meets the criteria for the waiver.

{1 waiver of Consent (Including existing de-identified data)
[J waiver of Documentation of Cansent (Use of information Letter)
(] waiver of Parental Permission (for college students)

2. Altachments., Please altach infurmett Consents, Information Letters, data coltection instrument(s),

Signature of Investigator

Slgnature of Faculty Advisor

advertisementsirecrigjting materials, or permission letters/site authorizations as appropriate.

e 3/31/14

(:UM . Dale ‘hal "?’ l?‘ 20 "7[

Signalure of Department Head M k_m Date ‘/'/ J 7: / 20/ 4‘
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April 22,2014

Mrs. Margaret Allen, Superintendent
Montgomery Public Schools

P.O. Box 1991

Montgomery, Alabama 36102-1991

Greetings Mrs. Allen:

My name is Melissa T. Williams. I am a doctoral student at Auburn University. [ am also the
human resources director in the Macon County Public Schools district. I am writing this letter to
seek permission to conduct a study entitled Perceptions of Central Alabama Elementary School
Principals on the Benefits of Pre-kindergarten Programs in your school district. The purpose of
this study is to examine principals’ perceptions on the benefits of high quality Pre-k programs
and its impact on student achievement for at-risk children in Central Alabama public elementary
schools.

To complete this study, I would like to survey the elementary school principals. Participants will
be asked to complete a general information/demographic questionnaire, and a twenty item
survey. The survey will be completely anonymous. If permission is granted, [ will need written
notice stating approval. Should you require further information, please feel free to contact me at
334-421-1141, or at williamsmt@maconk12.org. Thank you in advance for any consideration
given to this endeavor.

Regards,
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