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In Brief 
Virginia Preschool
Initiative (VPI):  Current 
Implementation and
Potential Changes 

HJR 729 from the 2007 
Session directed that 
JLARC conduct a study of 
Virginia’s preschool pro-
gram for at-risk four-year-
olds, the Virginia Preschool 
Initiative (VPI). The study
was to examine the imple-
mentation and impacts of 
VPI, as well as the concept
of universal preschool, or 
making the program avail-
able to all children. 

Multiple methods were 
used to assess VPI. JLARC 
staff found that VPI class-
rooms appear to provide a 
positive academic and so-
cial experience for children. 
VPI students do well in 
pre-kindergarten and kin-
dergarten literacy tests. 
Kindergarten teachers re-
port that the preschool pro-
grams for at-risk students
in their schools are prepar-
ing children very well for 
kindergarten. A tracking
system has recently been 
developed which should fa-
cilitate assessments in the 
future of longer-term out-
comes for VPI graduates. 

Virginia’s focus of effort 
upon at-risk children ap-
pears appropriate. Options 
are considered in the report 
for potentially expanding 
VPI to serve more children. 
One of the options, a pro-
posal made by the Gover-
nor, appears unlikely to 
serve as many additional 
children by 2012 as has 
been stated. 
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January 4, 2008 

The Honorable Thomas K. Norment, Jr. 
Chairman 
Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission 
General Assembly Building 
Richmond, Virginia 23219 

Dear Senator Norment: 

House Joint Resolution 729 of the 2007 General Assembly directed the Joint 
Legislative Audit and Review Commission to study the Virginia Preschool Initiative 
(VPI). Staff were specifically directed to review VPI’s costs, implementation, and
effectiveness, and to study the concept of universal preschool, among other matters.
Findings of the study were presented to the Commission on November 13, 2007.  

On behalf of the Commission staff, I would like to thank the Department of 
Education staff for their assistance during this study. I also would like to thank the 
school divisions, VPI program coordinators, elementary school principals, and 
kindergarten teachers who enabled site visits and responded to our surveys, as well as 
the University of Virginia for training staff in using the classroom rating instrument
and for assistance with obtaining test score data. 

Sincerely, 

Philip A. Leone

Director 
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In the mid-1990s, the State established a pre-kindergarten pro-
gram called the Virginia Preschool Initiative, or VPI. This program 
serves four-year-old children who are considered “at risk” of not do-
ing well in school due to challenges such as coming from a family-
in-poverty background. It serves such children who are not being 

JJLLAARRCC  RReeppoorrtt  SSuummmmaarryy      
VViirrggiinniiaa  PPrreesscchhooooll  IInniittiiaattiivvee  ((VVPPII))::  CCuurrrreenntt  
IImmpplleemmeennttaattiioonn  aanndd  PPootteennttiiaall  CChhaannggeess  

• Research indicates that a quality preschool experience for “at-risk” four-year-olds 
helps prepare them for school and can have long-lasting benefits. (Chapter 1) 

• Some localities choose to not participate in the Virginia Preschool Initiative 
(VPI), and others do not fill all at-risk slots due to funding or space considera-
tions, raising questions about equitable access for at-risk children. (Chapter 2)  

• Local VPI programs largely comply with program requirements. VPI classrooms 
typically provide a positive learning environment, and student engagement with 
classroom activities is usually high. (Chapters 3 and 4) 

• Test results indicate that VPI students gain in literacy skills during the pre-K 
year and outperform other kindergarteners. Longer term student-level data are 
needed to assess VPI’s impact on test scores in later grades. A survey of kinder-
garten teachers and principals indicates that most at-risk pre-K graduates are 
well prepared for kindergarten and later elementary grades. (Chapters 5 and 6)  

• Small adjustments could be made in State administrative support for VPI, but 
substantial increases may not be warranted unless VPI expands to include more
private providers. (Chapter 7) 

• Best estimates of annual per-pupil costs for a quality pre-K program in Virginia 
range from $6,790 to $7,920. Costs will need to be adjusted as compensation lev-
els, support costs, or pupil-to-teacher ratios change. (Chapter 8) 

• Regarding “universal” preschool, research suggests quality pre-K can be benefi-
cial for children not at risk, but gains experienced by these children may be more 
limited. Virginia’s focus on at-risk students appears appropriate. (Chapter 9) 

• The Governor’s proposal for expanding the scope of preschool for at-risk children 
is unlikely to serve as many children by 2012 as has been stated, particularly if 
the VPI per-pupil amount is not increased. Options for expanding VPI include
using alternative revenue sources such as a sliding scale for parent fees (to fur-
ther increase access while limiting taxpayer expense), incorporating a voluntary 
summer pre-K program, and requiring all school divisions to offer a pre-K pro-
gram. (Chapter 10) 
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served by the federal Head Start program. The program furnishes 
preschool throughout the school year that is free of charge for the 
family. The costs of the program are funded by the State and local 
governments. According to information from the Virginia Depart-
ment of Education (DOE), there were 12,224 full-day students and 
277 half-day students served in 2006-07 in preschool classes with 
VPI support, or about 12,363 FTE students. DOE projects that 
12,881 full-day and 367 half-day students are being served in 
2007-08, or about 13,065 FTE students. 

Virginia is one of 38 states supporting a preschool program which 
is focused on early learning to promote school readiness. Many 
states have implemented such a program because research indi-
cates that a quality preschool program can improve the school-
readiness and future educational and even life outcomes of at-risk 
children. However, although a few Virginia school divisions have 
assessed their programs, the quality and outcomes of the VPI pro-
grams across the State have been unknown. 

Therefore, House Joint Resolution 729 from the 2007 Session di-
rected that JLARC conduct a study of VPI. JLARC staff reviewed 
the literature on the impacts of quality pre-K upon at-risk chil-
dren; assessed the statutory authorization, funding, participation 
levels, and implementation of the program; assessed its quality by 
considering compliance with program requirements and by using 
classroom observations, test score results, and a survey of kinder-
garten teachers and elementary school principals; and assessed 
State administrative support of the program and the costs of pro-
viding quality preschool. JLARC staff also examined universal pre-
K programs in other states and identified potential options for ex-
panding the pre-K program in Virginia.  

This study provides a snapshot indication of VPI’s implementation 
and quality, based on data that could be obtained given the avail-
able time and resources. The report does not address the use or 
expansion in VPI of public-private partnerships in any detail. The 
potential for expanding the use of these partnerships is currently 
being examined through some pilot projects that are underway in 
Virginia. Also, Virginia currently lacks a widely accepted defini-
tion of school readiness that is reported by VPI programs. In Ac-
cess & Quality, an August 2007 document, the Start Strong Coun-
cil (a working group on early childhood initiatives formed by the 
Governor) recommends that a definition be adopted and used in an 
annual school readiness report. Such a definition could be useful in 
future evaluations of VPI. Another element that would be useful 
for considering VPI’s impact but which was beyond the scope of 
this review is the long-term tracking of VPI graduate outcomes, in-
cluding tracking test scores. Critical information to facilitate this 
task has not been centrally collected, but will be collected by DOE 
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in the future. In addition, the role of parental involvement in the 
success of pre-K for at-risk children should be examined.    

NATIONAL RESEARCH INDICATES THAT QUALITY PRE-K HAS 
POSITIVE IMPACTS ON AT-RISK CHILDREN 

Hundreds of studies of immediate and short-term effects of early 
education and child care for socially and economically disadvan-
taged children show positive outcomes. Positive immediate and 
short-term effects include such measures of school readiness as  
early language, literacy, and mathematical development.   

There is some debate over the longer term effects of these pro-
grams. But the weight of the evidence from key studies of quality 
preschool programs serving at-risk children indicates these pro-
grams can produce long-term positive effects on IQ scores, student 
achievement test scores, grade repetition, special education place-
ment, high school graduation, and delinquency. 

WHILE THE STATE HELPS SHAPE AND FUND VPI, THERE IS 
SUBSTANTIAL LOCAL CONTROL OVER IMPLEMENTATION 

Although Section 22.1-199.1 of the Code of Virginia does not men-
tion VPI by name, the section authorizes and addresses preschool 
for at-risk four-year-olds. For most of VPI’s history, the program 
was smaller than Head Start, but beginning in FY 2005, the num-
ber of children enrolled in VPI has exceeded Virginia’s Head Start 
enrollment. 

From the inception of VPI, the State and localities combined have 
spent an estimated $570.7 to $607.1 million on the program, or an 
average of about $49 million per year. In FY 2007, more than $89 
million was likely spent. 

The program is shaped at the State and local level. The State sets 
certain minimum program requirements, determines the number 
of student slots it will help to fund in each participating locality, 
and determines the per-pupil cost amount. In FY 2007, the State-
recognized cost for the program was increased from $5,400 to 
$5,700 per pupil. The State’s per-pupil cost contribution, however, 
varies based on locality wealth, ranging from about 80 percent to 
20 percent of $5,700 (see the following table). In localities that con-
tribute more than is required of them to meet their per-pupil cost 
(because their costs are higher than $5,700), the State’s contribu-
tion on a percentage basis is less because it does not acknowledge 
per-pupil costs above $5,700. Thus, a locality with high wealth and 
high costs may pay about 88 percent of their program cost. 
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Per-Pupil VPI Costs Borne by State and Localities Vary Based on Local Ability to Pay 
(Wealth) and Local Costs Above Minimum 
 

 
Low Local Wealth,  

Minimum Per-Pupil Costa 

Average Local Wealth, 
“Prevailing” (Typical) 

Per-Pupil Costb 
High Local Wealth, 

High Per-Pupil Costc 
 Per-Pupil Percent Per-Pupil Percent Per-Pupil Percent 
State $4,539   80% $3,135   47% $1,140   12% 
Local  $1,161   20% $3,556   53% $8,660   88% 
Total $5,700 100% $6,691 100% $9,800 100% 

a Based on Wise County’s composite index of 0.2036.  
b Assumes a composite index of 0.4500.  
c Based on Alexandria City’s composite index of 0.8000 and its reported per-pupil cost 
 
Note: The composite index is the State’s measure of local ability to pay, used in education funding formulas.  

Local governments and educators have a substantial degree of con-
trol over implementation of the program. Locality participation is 
not mandated. In FY 2008, 18 localities are not participating in 
VPI, and eight school divisions, including the large divisions of Al-
exandria, Fairfax, Henrico, and Prince William, utilized less than 
half of their available VPI slots. With some localities choosing not 
to participate in VPI, and others filling less than half the number 
of available slots, there is a concern that the opportunity to access 
the program can be different for at-risk children living in different 
localities. Localities also vary in how they determine the children 
to be served by VPI, the extent to which student slots are filled, 
classroom facilities, program content, pupil-teacher ratios, and 
teacher compensation levels, among other factors.  

VPI IS PROVIDING QUALITY PRE-K EXPERIENCES FOR AT-RISK 
CHILDREN 

The quality of the VPI program was assessed through considera-
tion of compliance with program standards, classroom observa-
tions, an analysis of test score results, and a survey of kindergar-
ten teachers and principals.   

VPI Meets Most Quality Standards, but Additional Standards 
Could Be Useful 

It appears that school divisions are largely in compliance with the 
State’s program requirements for VPI, which have been estab-
lished both in statute and administratively. The types of standards 
required by the State are typically referred to as “structural stan-
dards” and include measures such as teacher education levels, 
maximum class sizes, and teacher-pupil ratios. Research differs on 
the extent to which these factors are linked to program quality. 
However, such standards may have a role in helping to establish a 
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baseline level of program quality, particularly if the VPI program 
is expanded to include more private and non-profit providers.  

The VPI program already meets many of the structural standards 
advocated by early childhood organizations, in particular the Na-
tional Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) and the 
National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC). However, it may be worthwhile to consider how and 
whether to address the following additional standards: encourag-
ing bachelor’s degrees for lead teachers, creating incentives for as-
sistant teachers to obtain Child Development Associate degrees 
(CDAs), requiring annual evaluations of teachers, and requiring 
developmental assessments of children. Further, the State may 
want to consider whether such standards could be incorporated 
into Virginia’s Star Quality Initiative, a voluntary quality rating 
and improvement system. 

VPI Classrooms Appear to Provide a Positive 
Academic and Social Experience for Students 

Overall, the VPI classrooms observed during the study provided a 
positive environment for student learning and development of so-
cial skills. There was evidence that activity time was balanced be-
tween intentional instruction and developmental play.  

Classrooms were rated using a validated scoring instrument 
(CLASS) which focuses on teacher-student and student-peer inter-
actions. Observation scores were typically in the medium- to high-
quality range. The attribute which seemed to most negatively im-
pact the climate of a classroom was excessive rigidity or control on 
the teacher’s part. However, these classrooms were an exception 
relative to the prevalence of positive classroom environments.  

VPI Students Do Well in Pre-K and Kindergarten Tests, but More 
Work Is Needed to Assess Longer Term Outcomes 

Analysis of VPI student performance on standardized tests was 
another means used to assess the impact of the VPI program. 
These tests provide measures of a child’s readiness and chances for 
success in school. Without the support that is provided in pre-K, it 
is anticipated that the academic performance of at-risk children 
would be worse than children not at risk. If VPI students are per-
forming at levels close to, equal to, or exceeding other students, 
then it is reasonable to conclude that they have benefited from VPI 
participation. 

Two instruments from the Phonological Awareness and Literacy 
Screening (PALS) assessment were used to analyze the impact of 
the VPI program on children’s increases in literacy in preschool 
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and on their preparedness for kindergarten. The Standards of 
Learning (SOL) tests at the third and fifth grade levels in English 
and math were used to assess the longer term effectiveness of the 
VPI program. 

The PALS assessment for preschoolers (PALS-PreK), which meas-
ures preschoolers’ developing knowledge of fundamentals neces-
sary for literacy, is administered to students in the fall and spring 
of the school year. By comparing the average scores of the fall 2005 
and spring 2006 assessments, the increase in literacy knowledge 
during the year can be estimated. For VPI students, the average 
PALS-PreK score increased from 32.2 in the fall to 60.1 in the 
spring. Because students are older when the spring test is admin-
istered, spring test scores are expected to be higher than in the fall 
even if the child were not enrolled in preschool. However, when 
controlling for the age of students, actual average scores on the 
spring test were still nearly 21 points higher than the predicted 
age-adjusted scores.  

The PALS test for kindergartners (PALS-K) assesses children’s 
knowledge in fundamental areas of literacy and provides a stan-
dardized measure of their preparedness for kindergarten. The 
PALS-K test is administered in the fall of the school year and is 
used as a means of identifying students who may need additional 
instruction. In fall 2006, 87,597 kindergartners were administered 
the PALS-K test, and 15,011 were identified for further instruction 
(that is, 17 percent of all kindergartners tested below the bench-
mark level for kindergarten preparedness). However, students who 
were in the VPI program the previous year fared much better, as 
only 11 percent were identified for further instruction.  

Another measure of student readiness is the summed PALS-K 
score. The average summed PALS-K score in fall 2006 for VPI stu-
dents was 58.7, compared to a score of 55.7 for non-VPI students. 
The performance by VPI students on these tests is more impres-
sive when it is considered that the VPI students are at-risk chil-
dren who are in the program due to concerns about their prospects 
for succeeding in school. VPI students are primarily from low-
income families with less education than middle- or upper-income 
families. 

To control for differences in income levels, parental educational at-
tainment, and other characteristics of VPI and non-VPI students, 
predicted PALS-K scores were developed using regression analysis. 
The regression analysis controlled for family income (measured by 
the percent of students in the school participating in the free or re-
duced price lunch program), parental educational attainment 
(measured by the percent of adults in the community with at least 
a bachelor’s degree), age, gender, race/ethnicity, and whether or 

Actual average 
scores on the spring 
PALS-PreK literacy 
test for VPI students 
were nearly 21 points 
higher than the pre-
dicted age-adjusted 
scores. 

The average summed 
PALS-K score in the 
fall of 2006 for VPI 
students was 58.7, 
compared to a score 
of 55.7 for non-VPI 
students. 
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not the student had special educational needs (such as living in a 
non-English speaking household or having a learning disability). 
Predicted PALS-K scores were then calculated for each student, 
and the predicted scores were compared against the actual scores.  

Differences between mean actual and predicted scores by 
race/ethnicity are shown in the following figure. VPI students per-
formed above expectations for both boys and girls and across all 
racial/ethnic groups while the mean actual scores of non-VPI stu-
dents were slightly below expectations. Overall, the difference be-
tween predicted and actual PALS-K scores for VPI students was 
6.7 points. The difference (or benefit) was most pronounced among 
Hispanic students. The average PALS-K summed score for Hispan-
ics (including both VPI and non-VPI students) was 38.3. Hispanic 
students who were in the VPI program had an even lower pre-
dicted score of 36.1. However, the actual mean PALS-K score for 
 

VPI Graduates Outperformed Other Kindergartners on Fall 2006 PALS-K Test 
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Hispanic students from the VPI program was 51—an increase of 
14.9 points or 41 percent above expectations. 

JLARC staff also sought to analyze the longer term effects of VPI 
on school performance by examining third and fifth grade SOL 
scores. Statewide, SOL scores and pass rates at the third and fifth 
grade levels have increased substantially and with some consis-
tency since the SOLs were first implemented and the first VPI 
graduates reached third and fifth grades. In examining the data, 
JLARC staff found that models based on poverty, parental educa-
tional attainment, and race are not as strong at predicting differ-
ences in SOL scores as they were five to seven years ago. The ex-
tent to which VPI has contributed to this result is not clear, as 
other factors may have had an impact. 

At the time of the study, it was not feasible to track the great ma-
jority of individual students from preschool through later school 
years. Therefore, the analysis of third and fifth grade SOL scores 
was conducted at the school division level. In this analysis, the 
proportion of at-risk students being served by VPI did not appear 
to have a strong, consistent impact on average SOL scores or pass 
rates. However, the division-level nature of this analysis may not 
have allowed for the detection of differences. In a recent student-
level assessment of 2007 third grade SOL scores involving more 
than 3,000 children who were known to have participated in a pub-
licly funded preschool program, DOE found that the pass rates of 
these students was four to five percentage points higher than the 
pass rates of other economically disadvantaged students. 

DOE has implemented a means of tracking preschool students by 
type of preschool attended beginning with students who attended 
preschool in the 2006-07 school year. This tracking mechanism, if 
implemented and monitored properly, will allow for better longitu-
dinal studies of VPI in future years.  
 

Kindergarten Teachers and Elementary Principals See At-Risk 
Pre-K Graduates Performing Well   

JLARC staff surveyed kindergarten teachers about the readiness 
of graduates from their school’s at-risk pre-K program. Respon-
dents indicated that they see pre-K in general as a useful vehicle 
for preparing children for kindergarten academically and socially. 
With regard to pre-K graduates in their own classrooms, more 
than 70 percent of respondents indicated that these students were 
typically “very well prepared” for kindergarten. 

Within the group of elementary school principals responding to a 
JLARC survey, the strong consensus is that their school’s pre-K 
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programs helped to substantially increase the academic and social 
ability of the children.   

SUBSTANTIAL INCREASES IN STATE ADMINISTRATIVE 
SUPPORT MAY NOT BE WARRANTED UNLESS VPI EXPANDS 
TO INCLUDE MORE PRIVATE PROVIDERS 

The State’s administrative or structural support for the VPI pro-
gram is less than many other states. Virginia’s State administra-
tive support largely consists of one staff person providing technical 
support, two part-time consultants conducting site visits to local 
programs, and curriculum standards for what children should 
know and be able to do when entering kindergarten. However, a 
substantial increase in the level of State administrative support 
may not be necessary for the current VPI program. Most local pro-
grams are administered through the public school system, and ap-
proximately two-thirds of school divisions indicate that they are 
generally satisfied with the State support structures in place, 
though many indicate that increased communication among VPI 
programs would be helpful. 

Some small adjustments in administrative support for the program 
could be made to support the existing VPI program and also State 
research needs. DOE staff indicate that the $20,000 per year fund-
ing for consultant site visits falls short of enabling the consultants 
to visit all participating divisions at least once in a two-year period 
and provides an inadequate amount of compensation for the ser-
vices since the funding amount has not been updated in years. In-
creased funds for this very basic check of program compliance and 
quality may be warranted. Also, the information which DOE staff 
collect from VPI coordinators should include the names of schools 
with VPI classrooms, the number of classrooms in each school with 
VPI students, and the number of VPI-funded student slots in each 
school, so that this information is centrally available. Finally, DOE 
should work with VPI coordinators on developing a strategy or 
strategies to promote the sharing of VPI program experiences be-
tween school divisions, and request funding as needed for this 
purpose. Some divisions have noted that mechanisms are currently 
lacking to facilitate the exchange of information and ideas between 
local VPI programs. Information could be shared on matters such 
as specific activities that strongly engage the students in learning. 

While the current level of State administrative support may be 
largely adequate for the existing program, a more substantial level 
of State support may be warranted if VPI is expanded to include 
many more providers outside of the public school system. A pilot 
project is underway to consider ways to expand the extent of pri-
vate sector involvement in partnership with VPI. If the State sig-
nificantly increases its level of administrative support, efforts 
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should focus on facilitating or supporting increased classroom ob-
servations and enhancing support for professional development. 
The performance of teachers in classrooms is largely undisputed as 
being linked to preschool program quality, and professional devel-
opment is an area mentioned most frequently by school divisions 
where additional State administrative support would be useful. 

COSTS FOR QUALITY PRESCHOOL ESTIMATED TO BE MORE 
THAN $5,700 PER PUPIL 

State funding for VPI is based on a per-pupil amount of $5,700. 
However, there is concern that this amount is not adequate to pro-
vide a high-quality program. Many urban and suburban localities, 
which serve about three-quarters of VPI students, report that a 
$5,700 per-pupil cost is inadequate for achieving high quality. 

Four possible ways are considered in the report for estimating the 
costs of high-quality preschool. Costs can be based on 

• attaining parity with per-pupil spending on K-12 education 
in Virginia (yields an estimated per-pupil amount of $7,920 
and State cost of $61.4 million);  

• attaining unmet quality standards (yields an estimated 
$115,000 to $370,000 in the first year and $35,000 to 
$290,000 in subsequent years in additional State costs);  

• cost reports from Virginia school divisions for providing high-
quality preschool (yields an estimated per-pupil amount of 
$6,790 and State cost of $53.3 million); or  

• most current and applicable estimates from national experts 
(yields an estimated per-pupil amount of $9,500 and a State 
cost of $74.6 million).  

The best approaches to estimating quality preschool costs in Vir-
ginia appear to be (1) attaining parity with K-12 education in Vir-
ginia, and (2) the costs reported by Virginia school divisions as 
necessary to provide a high-quality program. Use of estimates from 
these methods could increase State costs by about $10 million to 
$18 million annually over the FY 2007 State funding level for VPI 
of $43.7 million (a percentage increase of 22 to 41 percent). 

PRE-K CAN BENEFIT CHILDREN NOT AT RISK, BUT VIRGINIA’S 
FOCUS ON AT-RISK STUDENTS APPEARS APPROPRIATE 

It appears that children not at risk would benefit from a quality 
pre-K program if it were extended to them. Evaluations of univer-
sal pre-K programs in other states indicate that participating chil-
dren from both lower and higher income families generally have 
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better early literacy and math skills when they enter kindergarten 
because they attended these programs. Studies examining the ef-
fects of preschool on children from middle and higher income fami-
lies indicate that attending preschool results in gains in academic 
test scores, although the gains may not be as large as those of 
more disadvantaged children. Further, some studies conclude that 
more disadvantaged children benefit more from pre-K programs 
than less disadvantaged children. Consequently, it appears that 
VPI’s current emphasis on at-risk children places higher priority 
on the children who benefit the most from a pre-K program.   

POLICY OPTIONS FOR EXPANDING THE VIRGINIA PRESCHOOL 
INITIATIVE  

There are numerous policy options available to the State for ex-
panding access to VPI. One option already proposed by the Gover-
nor is to expand the targeted population for VPI. Under the Gov-
ernor’s proposal, it is claimed that the program would more than 
double in size, with 29,000 children served at State and local ex-
pense by 2012. According to the administration, the proposal 
would add about $75 million per year in State costs once fully 
phased in.  

A positive aspect of this proposal is that it continues and expands 
the State’s focus on serving children who may be at risk and not 
prepared for kindergarten. However, the proposal is unlikely to re-
sult in as many additional children being served as has been 
stated. Given current State budget difficulties, the additional 
growth in State costs contemplated to fund the proposed growth in 
enrollment could be problematic. Another concern is that the cost 
for the proposal has been estimated based on an assumed per-pupil 
amount in 2012 that has not been sufficient to entice several large 
localities to fill all their VPI slots. The estimated cost for the Gov-
ernor’s proposal was built using a $5,700 per-pupil amount 
through 2012. There appears to be a funding cushion in the $75 
million annual cost for the proposal that goes beyond paying for 
the projected number of slots using the State share of $5,700 per 
pupil, but how those extra funds would be used is unclear. In addi-
tion, the proposal’s plan for expanded enrollment appears to rest 
upon addressing school space issues through a partnership with 
private pre-kindergarten providers, but funding is also a key ob-
stacle for achieving greater participation. 

Other policy options address the potential for expanding the VPI 
program into a universal pre-K program. These options include (1) 
using alternative revenue sources to help pay for the program, 
such as parent fees, (2) having a half-day versus full-day program, 
(3) having a summer pre-K program that lasts five weeks versus 
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the full academic year, and (4) requiring all school divisions to of-
fer a pre-K program. 

Under the parent fee approach, “at-risk” children would continue 
to receive VPI without their parents being charged. However, the 
opportunity to be part of VPI could be extended to children who 
are not at risk provided that the parents pay for a portion of the 
cost using a sliding scale based on income. This approach helps 
address an equity concern with the current approach, which is that 
children selected for VPI receive fully paid pre-K for a year while 
children who barely miss the VPI cutoff are not able to attend the 
program, and their parents do not receive any assistance with pre-
school costs. The parent fee approach also provides a way to extend 
pre-K more widely while reducing the cost increase to taxpayers. 

Another option for moving to universal pre-K would be to offer 
half-day rather than full-day programs for the children who are 
not at risk. This approach could help reduce State governmental 
costs for the expansion, although local costs may not be reduced as 
much. The half-day approach would not be as beneficial for chil-
dren from low-income families, however, as studies suggest that 
full-day programs benefit them more. In addition, use of half-day 
programs may reduce participation levels among children with 
working parents. 

Another option would be to have a summer pre-K program avail-
able to children with no preschool experience. VPI for at-risk chil-
dren would still operate during the school year; the summer pro-
gram could be a supplemental opportunity open to other children, 
or it could also be offered to at-risk children. This would be another 
less expensive way of expanding pre-K opportunities. 

A final option would be to require all school divisions to offer a pre-
K program; this option would address concerns about equity of ac-
cess. However, solutions would need to be found for space and 
funding problems in all localities. In addition, with the current ap-
proach, localities that voluntarily participate may be more commit-
ted to making the program succeed than localities that are forced 
to participate. 
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Since the 1980s, most states have initiated programs that begin the school experi-
ence for at least some children prior to their entry into kindergarten. These pre-
school (or prekindergarten, also known as pre-K) programs typically serve four-year-
olds (although some states also serve three-year-olds), and serve an eligible popula-
tion of at least children from impoverished backgrounds who are considered to be “at
risk” for poor performance in school. Several research studies have established that
quality preschool programs can increase the success of at-risk students in school. A 
few states have expanded the scope of their preschool programs to also cover stu-
dents who are not considered at risk. Virginia has a State-initiated preschool pro-
gram which serves at-risk four-year-olds. The desirability and feasibility of expand-
ing access to the program beyond the at-risk population as currently defined is being
considered by State policymakers. 

Over recent decades, there has been an increasing national focus
on providing educational classroom experiences or programs for
children who are not yet of kindergarten age, particularly four-
year-olds. These classrooms or programs are often called "pre-
school" or "pre-kindergarten" (pre-K). Some of these programs are
housed in day care centers. Preschool or pre-kindergarten venues
that are outside of a day care setting such as within a school have
also become increasingly available. Preschool or pre-kindergarten
classrooms which are specifically targeted or designed for children 
from poverty or disadvantaged backgrounds (known as "at-risk" 
children) are often government-supported—for example, through
federal Head Start and Title 1 funding, and support through vari-
ous funding/program initiatives on the part of State and/or local 
governments. 

In addition to federal government support for preschool, Virginia
has a State-sponsored program, involving State grants with local
match support, that is designed to make a pre-kindergarten ex-
perience possible for four-year-old at-risk children who are not 
served by Head Start. This program, established in the 1990s, is
known as the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI). With this pro-
gram, Virginia is one of many states supporting a program which
has the following characteristics said to help differentiate State
"preschool" or "pre-kindergarten" programs from day care or other
child care programs: 

• The program is supported by State-directed funding. 
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•	 The program is focused on early learning to promote school
readiness and success. 
•	 The program is aimed at pre-kindergarten children (usually 

four-year-olds, but sometimes three- or five-year-olds). 
•	 The program is designed to provide group learning experi-

ences at least several days of the week. 

Many states have adopted such programs as research literature
indicates that quality preschool or pre-kindergarten programs can 
improve the school-readiness and future educational outcomes for
at-risk children. The research on this subject is sufficiently compel-
ling that a general consensus appears to have been achieved across
experts with different ideological perspectives. 

However, whether Virginia has a quality program across the vari-
ous Virginia school divisions has been unclear, as are program out-
comes for the students. One of the criticisms of VPI is that evalua-
tive information regarding the program is lacking. While a few
school divisions have assessed their programs, the quality and out-
comes of the VPI programs across the State are not known. 

House Joint Resolution 729 from the 2007 Session (see Appendix
A) directed that the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commis-
sion (JLARC) conduct a study of VPI—the first assessment that is
not focused on one locality. The resolution requires JLARC to as-
sess the manner of implementation and the effectiveness of the
Virginia Preschool Initiative. In addition, the study is to examine 
the issue of whether any changes are needed in the State's ap-
proach, including potential improvements to VPI or implementa-
tion of "universal" preschool or pre-kindergarten, an approach 
which would open up governmentally-supported pre-kindergarten
classes to all four-year-olds (on a voluntary basis). 

PRESCHOOL AS AN EDUCATION POLICY OPTION 
NATIONALLY AND IN VIRGINIA 

During the 20th century, American education became more inclu-
sive, in that an increasing proportion of the population progressed 
to higher grade levels. At the start of the prior century, only a rela-
tively small and privileged group of students progressed much be-
yond the elementary school level. For example, in 1900, only ten
percent of American youth between 14 and 17 were enrolled in
high school, and about two percent of those between 18 and 24
were enrolled in college. Among Americans born shortly after 
1900, less than one in five received a high school diploma, and only
about one in 25 received a college degree. The proportions were 
similar in Virginia. 
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Among Americans and Virginians born toward the end of the cen-
tury, more than three-quarters received a high school diploma, and 
almost three in ten received a college degree. Some researchers 
have concluded that the major American education achievement of
the 20th century was the widespread expectation and achievement
of a high school diploma. 

While education in the country and in Virginia became more inclu-
sive, with a much broader segment of society progressing to higher 
grade levels, it became clear that there were substantial dispari-
ties in academic outcomes among students. Substantial differences
or "gaps" were being observed by researchers which appeared to 
relate to factors such as family income and race. Achievement gaps
were observed to begin early, with middle- and upper-income chil-
dren coming to school more prepared than lower-income peers. In-
formation was also increasingly available suggesting that the pro-
vision of services to at-risk children prior to the start of school 
might help reduce this gap. Following the work of a committee of 
specialists, in May 1965 President Johnson announced Project 
Head Start. The program was designed to provide a comprehensive 
set of services to assist children in overcoming obstacles or deficits 
caused by poverty before they started kindergarten. When the pro-
gram began, it was an eight-week summer program for children in 
low-income communities. In the first summer, more than 560,000 
children were in Head Start preschool classes, and were also re-
ceiving medical care, dental care, and mental health services. 

A dramatic increase in state government action on pre-
kindergarten programs, however, did not take place until the 
1980s and afterwards. As of 1970, for example, only seven states
had taken any actions in the area of pre-kindergarten, and these 
actions mostly involved the supplement of Head Start funds with
some state funding. Different sources have different accounts of 
state action from 1970 to 1980, but it is clear that the level of state 
government activity in the preschool arena prior to 1980 was
minimal compared to the 1980s and 1990s. During the 1980s, 23
state programs began, and in the 1990s, 21 states started a pro-
gram or adjusted the nature of their existing efforts. However, ac-
cording to the State of Preschool 2006 by the National Institute of
Early Education Research (NIEER), there are still 12 states which 
do not have a state-funded pre-K program: Alaska, Hawaii, Idaho,
Indiana, Mississippi, Montana, New Hampshire, North Dakota,
Rhode Island, South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming. 

A paper on the status of preschool policy across the country notes
that action by the various states was 

…driven by different forces over time, but all related in 
some way to early learning and success. In the 1960's and 
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70's the primary motivation was giving low-income children 
a Head Start. In the 1980's, education reform was the driv-
ing force, propelled by reports like A Nation At Risk, along 
with research reports of positive results from longitudinal 
studies of preschool interventions like the Perry School Pro-
ject, Abecedarian, and others. In the 1990's states were in-
fluenced by the National Education Goals, school readiness 
concerns generally and, more recently, by advances in neu-
roscience (e.g., the connection between healthy brain devel-
opment in young children and their capacity to learn).
(Blank and Mitchell, 2001). 

In Virginia, the preschool issue was prominent in an October 1986
report of the Governor's Commission on Excellence in Education;
however, the report's recommendation on the subject did not ad-
dress the question of the State's role in helping to establish pre-
school programs. The commission's report, Excellence in Educa-
tion: A Plan for Virginia's Future, stated that "Virginia has a good
school system," but also noted that "a dramatic disparity has ex-
isted among Virginia's schools since the inception of a mandatory 
system of public free schools..." To "strike at the heart of the prob-
lem of the dangerous gap between educational have and have-nots 
in Virginia," the commission's first recommendation was for "Vir-
ginia's school divisions" to "provide voluntary developmental pre-
school programs for four-year-old children." The commission called
for the availability of such programs for at-risk four-year-olds by 
September 1988 and for all four-year-olds by September 1992. 

In support of its recommendation, the 1986 commission report
quoted from Dr. David Weikart, founder of two of the most impor-
tant studies of the long-term effects of early childhood (the High-
Scope Perry Preschool Project and the High/Scope Curriculum 
Comparison Project). Dr. Weikart said that scientific longitudinal 
studies have shown that "good preschool programs for at-risk chil-
dren help prevent school failure" and can improve the performance
of at-risk children "from the elementary level through the secon-
dary level." 

Five years later, the Governor's Commission on Educational Op-
portunity for All Virginians also addressed the preschool issue. 
This 1991 commission's final report noted: 

In implementing the recommendation of the [prior] Com-
mission on Excellence, the Department of Education initi-
ated eight pilot four-year-old programs in 1987. By 1989-90, 
a total of 11 school divisions were participating in these pi-
lots. Both federal (Chapter I) and local funds were used to
implement these programs, and children were selected for
participation based on...economic need...and educational 
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need.... During the first two years of the study, the children 
participating in these pilot programs demonstrated signifi-
cant cognitive gains from entrance to the end of the year. 

The 1991 commission indicated that it was important to "empha-
size successful first-time learning rather than costly and ques-
tionably effective remediation," and consequently recommended 
that 

…the Board of Education and the General Assembly, in 
consultation with the Council on Child Day Care and Early 
Childhood Programs, provide in the Standards of Quality 
for preschool developmental programs for at-risk four-year-
olds in all divisions by 1995. Divisions would be required to
make these programs available but students' participation 
in them would be decided by their parents or guardians. 
This should be accomplished through an array of public and 
private providers, center-based and home-based options,
and funding sources. 

However, the 1991 commission did not echo the prior commission's
call for the program to be expanded beyond at-risk children. The 
1991 commission noted that "although the findings of the Perry 
program are encouraging, experts warn against extending conclu-
sions beyond low-income children," and noted that "high-quality,
private preschool programs are already operating within the 
Commonwealth," serving children "primarily from upper- to mid-
dle-income families whose parents can afford to pay the tuition
and fees associated with them." 

In 1993, the Virginia Board of Education, the Virginia Department 
of Education (DOE), and the Virginia Council on Child Day Care
and Early Childhood Programs developed a report entitled A Study 
of Programs Serving At-Risk Four-Year-Old Children. The report 
first grappled with the definition of preschool which would be used 
in the study, noting that the term is often used interchangeably
with other terms such as child care, day care, or pre-kindergarten. 
The report decided that for its purposes, a quality preschool pro-
gram for at-risk children would be defined as 

an early childhood program provided for children before 
their entrance to kindergarten, which meets established
quality criteria and which provides five major services—
education, health, parent involvement, social services and
transportation. 

The report included the following findings: 
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•	 Investing in quality preschool programs represents a success-
ful prevention strategy. 
•	 An estimated 21,222 Virginia four-year-olds were "at risk." 
•	 With the Commonwealth not providing funding specifically 

for at-risk four-year-olds, about 48 percent of at-risk children 
were being served in programs funded with federal Head 
Start and Chapter I (ESEA) funds (about $47 million). 
•	 About 52 percent of at-risk children, or 11,145, were not be-

ing served. 
•	 "There is no central data base tracking all the funding

streams or demographic information on at-risk children or 
the quality of the programs"; information is "either non-
existent, or inconsistent as well as scattered among agen-
cies." 

The report recommended that "the General Assembly should fund
a grants program to enable localities to provide quality preschool 
programs for at-risk four-year-old children currently unserved."
The study was presented to the Senate Finance and House Appro-
priations Committees. In 1994, the Legislative Commission on Eq-
uity recommended that the State establish and fund a Virginia 
Preschool Initiative program. 

The 1995 General Assembly then passed House Bill 2542 (see
Chapter 852, 1995 Acts of Assembly) establishing a preschool 
grant program for unserved at-risk students which became known
as the "Virginia Preschool Initiative" (VPI). The act acknowledges
the 1993 study's definition of quality preschool by stating that the 
grants should be used to fund programs that include "quality pre-
school education, health services, social services, parental in-
volvement, and transportation." The Department of Education, in
cooperation with other agencies, was instructed to develop quality
guidelines for the program that would be "consistent" with the 
findings from the November 1993 study. Funding for the program
was first provided in FY 1996, and VPI has been funded and oper-
ated in each fiscal year since that time. 

Currently, VPI is one of several government-sponsored education-
ally-oriented programs for young children operating in Virginia. 
Other programs include Head Start/Early Start, Title I Preschool 
Programs, and Early Childhood Special Education. Head Start 
provides comprehensive child development programs for children 
from infancy to age five. There are 54 Head Start and Early Head 
Start programs operating in Virginia, of which 22 are operated by 
community action agencies, and 32 are operated through school 
districts or child care centers or non-profit organizations. Title I
funding is available to provide preschool in high-poverty schools. 
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Definition of 
"At Risk" 
"At-risk four-year-olds" 
are most often defined 
as being from families 
whose income is so 
low that they would 
qualify for free lunches. 
The definition may also 
include additional fac-
tors, such as a single-
parent family; the par-
ents’ having a low level 
of educational attain-
ment or with chronic 
illness; a family under 
stress as evidenced by 
episodes of violence, 
crime, underemploy-
ment, unemployment, 
homelessness, or in-
carceration; a child 
with health or devel-
opmental problems; 
and a child who is an 
English language 
learner. 

Early Childhood Special Education provides special education ser-
vices for students between three and five years old. More detail on
these programs, especially VPI, is provided in Chapter 2. 

NATIONAL RESEARCH INDICATES THAT QUALITY PRE-K 
HAS POSITIVE IMPACTS ON AT-RISK CHILDREN 

Most of the research literature indicates that high-quality pre-
school programs can have positive effects for at-risk four-year-olds. 
ost of the literature addresses immediate or short-term effects (of-
ten using measures of school readiness), although some studies
also address longer-term effects. 

Quality Preschool Programs Can Be Effective in Preparing 
At-Risk Four-Year-Olds for School Readiness and Success 

One of the most prolific academic voices on preschool is W. Steven 
Barnett of the National Institute for Early Education Research
(NIEER) at Rutgers University. After reviewing hundreds of stud-
ies of immediate and short-term effects of early education and
child care for socially and economically disadvantaged children,
Barnett (2002) concluded: 

Often there is no dispute about whether programs have 
immediate or short-term effects on children, but there are 
disputes about the meaning or importance of the observed 
effects and whether they persist or result in other long-term 
effects that are more consequential. 

Furthermore, he found many studies showing that quality pre-
kindergarten education for disadvantaged children greatly in-
creased their verbal and mathematical abilities and school readi-
ness. But he also found that studies of child care and pre-
kindergarten programs that did not emphasize cognitive and social 
development did not show such strong short-term effects. 

In a December 2005 paper, Barnett and colleagues reported on the
effects of state pre-kindergarten programs on young children's
school readiness in five states: Michigan, New Jersey, Oklahoma,
South Carolina, and West Virginia. The programs in Michigan,
New Jersey, and South Carolina targeted at-risk children, while 
the program in Oklahoma was universal, and West Virginia’s was 
universal in most school districts in the state (“universal” means 
that the programs were available to all, regardless of income level 
or other characteristics). The researchers found the state-funded
preschool programs to have statistically significant and meaning-
ful impacts on children's early language, literacy and mathemati-
cal development, with some evidence of an enhanced program ef-
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fect for print awareness skills for children in low-income families.
Specifically, they found 

•	 State-funded preschool programs produced an increase in
children's vocabulary test scores. This improvement trans-
lates into an additional four months of progress in vocabu-
lary growth due to the preschool program. This outcome is 
particularly important because the measure is strongly pre-
dictive of general cognitive abilities. 
•	 Children who attended state-funded preschool scored higher 

on a test of early math skills. Skills tested include basic 
number concepts, simple addition and subtraction, telling
time and counting money. 
•	 State-funded preschool had strong effects on children's un-

derstanding of print concepts.  Children who attended a 
state-funded preschool program before entering kindergarten 
know more letters, more letter-sound associations, and are 
more familiar with words and book concepts. 
•	 No significant differences on children's phonological aware-

ness were found, but this finding could be due to problems
with the measure used. There appeared to be a "ceiling ef-
fect," in which children on average appeared to perform well 
on the test, with or without the preschool program. 

A 2001 study (by Gilliam and Zigler at the Yale University Child 
Study Center) examined all evaluations of the state-funded pre-
school programs that had been done by 1998. Of the 33 state pre-
school programs that were in existence at the time, 13 had com-
pleted a formal evaluation of the program's impact on child
outcomes. Although they identified various methodological flaws in 
some of the studies, they reported "the pattern of overall findings
may offer modest support for positive impacts in improving chil-
dren's developmental competence in a variety of domains." Most of 
the significant impacts that were found were in kindergarten and 
first grade. Therefore, they conclude 

[S]tate-funded preschool programs may help children enter
school with a greater level of developmental compe-
tence....Research over the past forty years has provided 
ample evidence that high-quality preschool programs can
produce meaningful effects for low-income children. More 
attention, however, must be paid how to best achieve and 
sustain high-quality preschool services during broad im-
plementation (such as with state- and federal-funded pro-
grams) and how to best evaluate these programs. 
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Some Researchers Suggest Preschool May Be Associated  
With Some Increases in Negative Behavior 

Some of the literature argues that formal early education can be
emotionally detrimental to children younger than age six or seven. 
For example, David Elkind has written that by attempting to teach 
the wrong things at the wrong time, early instruction can perma-
nently damage a child's self esteem, reduce a child's natural ea-
gerness to learn, and block a child's natural gifts and talents.  

A 2004 study (by Magnuson, Ruhm and Waldfogel) discussed both 
positive and negative short-term effects of pre-kindergarten on 
school readiness. They found pre-kindergarten participation to be
associated with significantly higher reading and math skills at
school entry, like many other researchers. However, they also 
found that children who attended preschool (more broadly defined) 
for longer hours had more behavior problems on average than 
those who did not, although this pattern did not hold true among
the children who attended pre-kindergarten programs in the same
schools where they attended kindergarten. Even more confusing, 
though, was that the absolute levels of aggressive behavior found 
in this study were typically quite low and levels of self-control were
quite high, even for children who attended preschool. (Behavior 
problems were measured by how frequently a child fights, argues,
gets angry, acts impulsively, or disturbs ongoing activities. Self-
control was measured by how frequently the child respects the 
property of others, controls his or her temper, accepts peer ideas 
for group activities, and appropriately responds to peer pressure.) 

A 2005 study (by Loeb, Bridges, Bassok, Fuller and Rumberger,
from the Stanford University and University of California at 
Berkeley PACE Research Center) also suggests an association be-
tween preschool attendance and later behavioral problems when
entering kindergarten. This study found that children who at-
tended preschool at least 15 hours a week were more likely to dis-
play more negative social behaviors, such as acting up or having 
trouble cooperating, than their peers. Those patterns for former 
center-based preschoolers were the strongest among low-income 
black children and white children from high-income families. 

Several Studies Indicate That Preschool Programs for At-Risk 
Four-Year-Olds Can Have Positive Longer-Term Impacts 

Several studies provide strong evidence that early childhood inter-
ventions for at-risk children can have significant positive longer-
term effects. However, the content of each program varies, and dif-
ferent groups of disadvantaged children are targeted, making it
initially difficult to generalize about what works for which type of
children. In other words, these programs may include activities 
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which would not be part of a state-run pre-kindergarten program 
for at-risk four-year-olds, such as VPI. 

The best research studies are designed so that a conclusion can be 
drawn with confidence that the results obtained are due only to
the intervention. Generally, the strongest research design involves 
identifying a pool of potential participants and then randomly as-
signing some children to an experimental group and some to a con-
trol or comparison group. This practice increases confidence that 
estimated effects (such as differences in test scores) are due to the
program rather than to preexisting differences between program
and comparison groups. 

Among the studies with strong research designs, the three most-
frequently discussed early childhood intervention programs are the 
High/Scope Perry Preschool Program, the Abecedarian Project, and 
the Chicago Child-Parent Center Program. 

Studies of four other programs also provide strong evidence that 
early childhood interventions (that include a center-based early 
childhood education component) can have long-term effects on at-
risk children. Studies of all of these seven programs included a
control or comparison group of children not receiving the interven-
tion services, so that comparisons could be made with the group of
children receiving the treatment services. 

High/Scope Perry Preschool Program. This program operated from 
1962 to 1967 in Ypsilanti, Michigan. The program targeted black 
children who were living in poverty and had IQs in the range of 70 
to 85. They were deemed to be at risk for "retarded intellectual 
functioning and eventual school failure." Children had one or two 
years of half-day preschool for seven months a year. The school-
year program emphasized learning through active and child-
initiated experiences rather than through directed teaching. 
Teachers conducted part-day, daily classroom sessions for children
and weekly home visits. Children had to have a parent home dur-
ing the day. 

Data were collected annually for these children at ages three 
through 11, and then at ages 14, 15, 19, 27, and 40. Compared to
individuals assigned to a control group, former preschoolers 

•	 at age 14 scored significantly higher on tests of basic 
achievement; 
•	 had a significantly lower rate of becoming teen parents; 
•	 graduated regular high school at a significantly higher rate; 
•	 at age 19 had a significantly higher rate of employment, had 

been employed for more months since leaving school, and had 
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more total months of employment the year in which they 
turned 19; 
•	 at ages 27 and 40 had higher earnings; and 
•	 by age 40 had been arrested significantly fewer times. 

Abecedarian Project. This program operated in North Carolina
from 1972 to 1985. The targeted population was black children
from low-income families who were at risk for developmental de-
lays and school failure. Children entered the program at an aver-
age of 4.4 months of age, so the program was serving infants and 
toddlers, as well as four-year-olds. The program provided high-
quality, educational day care eight hours a day, five days a week, 
year-round.  It featured a curriculum that addressed cognitive, so-
cial and emotional, and linguistic development. Teachers had
bachelor's degrees, and there was a low child-to teacher ratio. The 
program involved both a preschool component and a school-age 
component. 

Outcome data on all children were collected over two decades, with 
studies conducted at ages 12, 15, and 21. Compared to the control 
group, children who participated in the program had 

•	 higher cognitive test scores from the toddler years to age 21; 
•	 smaller proportions of children repeating a grade or being

placed in special education; 
•	 higher academic achievement in both reading and math from

the primary grades through young adulthood; 
•	 lower frequency of becoming teen parents; and 
•	 more years of education and greater frequency of attending a

four-year college. 

Chicago Child-Parent Center Program. The Chicago Child-Parent
Center Program has been in operation since 1967. This program
included children from low-income families in high-poverty Chi-
cago neighborhoods. Children were ages three to nine. Children in 
the program were provided with comprehensive educational and
family support services. The program focused on developing skills 
in reading, math, and communication. The centers operated during
the school year through the Chicago public school system and were
located in elementary schools. The preschool provided a structured 
part-day program for children ages three and four. Related pro-
gram services continued after kindergarten entry and through 
grades 1, 2, or 3. Many children received tutoring in reading and 
math until the third grade. The program also included home visi-
tation by the staff, and provided health screening, speech therapy, 
nursing, and meal services. The parent program included a parent 
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resource room with educational workshops, reading groups, and
craft projects. Parents volunteered in classroom, attended school 
events and field trips, and were assisted in completing high school. 

Follow-up outcome data were collected for all children at ages 6, 9,
10, 11, 14, and 21. Relative to the comparison group, participants
had a 

•	 higher rate of high school completion, 
•	 lower rate of juvenile arrest, 
•	 lower rate of arrest for violent crimes, 
•	 lower frequency of repeating a grade or placement of special

education, and 
•	 lower rate of child maltreatment. 

The other four programs and study findings regarding long term
effects are shown in Exhibit 1. The studies of these programs are
also considered to have strong research designs (meaning their re-
sults are less subject to alternative explanations).  

Other research from large-scale public early childhood education
programs shows long-term effects that are similar to those of the 
seven studies regarding elementary and middle school achieve-
ment and school success. This research include studies of large-
scale programs such as the Cincinnati Title I preschool, the Mary-
land Extended Elementary Pre-K Program, and the Michigan 
School Readiness Program. 

However, studies of these large-scale programs cannot use random
assignment to construct a comparison group (usually because
members of the target population cannot be randomly denied ac-
cess to the program). Instead, researchers construct a comparison 
group either (1) by matching as closely as possible members of the
comparison group with members of the treatment group on a num-
ber of characteristics thought to be relevant (for example, parental 
education, family income level, ethnic or racial background); or (2) 
by using statistical techniques to control for initial differences on
key characteristics. Unfortunately, in neither approach is it possi-
ble to know with certainty that all of the key characteristics were
matched or controlled for. Therefore, random assignment, which
presumably equalizes the groups initially, is generally thought to
be the most rigorous methodological approach. However, informa-
tion from other studies may be used to supplement the information
from experiments using random assignment, especially if their 
findings are consistent with those of the experiments. 
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Exhibit 1: Other Programs Provide Strong Evidence of Long-Term Effects of Preschool 
on At-Risk Four-Year-Olds  

Syracuse Family Development Research Program (FDRP) 
The FDRP operated in Syracuse, New York, from 1969 to 1976. 

Who. Targeted young, black, single, low-income mothers who were in the last trimester of their first or second preg-
nancy. Services targeted to children began prenatally and lasted until children reached elementary school age. 

What. Weekly home visits by paraprofessionals, parent training, individualized day care, and structured preschool. 

Long-Term Effects. Follow-up data were collected from children at ages five, six, and 15. Compared to children in
 
the control group, participants had 

• higher IQ scores 
• more positive behaviors 
• (among girls) better grades, attendance, and teacher ratings. 

Infant Health and Development Program (IHDP) 
The IHDP operated in eight medical institutions throughout the United States from 1985 to 1988. 

Who. Targeted low-birthweight, premature infants upon discharge from the neonatal nursery until 36 months of age. 

What. Comprehensive intervention consisting of early childhood development programs and family support services 

tailored to reduce the prevalence of health and developmental problems among low-birthweight, premature infants. 

Provided home visiting, parent group meetings, and a center-based child development program for children.  

Long-Term Effects. Follow-up data were collected from children at ages three, five and eight.  Compared to children 

in the control group, participants had 

• higher IQ and achievement test scores 
• fewer behavior problems. 

Early Training Project (ETP) 
The ETP was implemented from 1960 to 1964 in Murfreesboro, Tennessee. 

Who. Demonstration project that served a cohort of children born in 1958 from low-income families. 

What. Designed to improve the educability of young children. Consisted of a ten-week summer preschool program for 

the two or three summers prior to first grade and weekly home visits during the remainder of the year. 

Long-Term Effects. Follow-up data were collected from children at ages three through 11. Compared to children in
 
the control group, participants had 

• higher IQ and achievement test scores 
• fewer placements in special education 
• (among girls) fewer teen pregnancies. 

Head Start 
Head Start is a federally funded program initiated in the 1960s. There is no single Head Start program model and 

programs exist in all 50 states.  

Who. Targets children ages three to five from low-income families. 

What. Community-based preschool program with an overall goal of increasing the school readiness of eligible young 

children. Head Start preschools, operating either part- or full-day, provide a range of services, including early child-
hood education, nutrition and health services, and parent education and involvement. 

Long-Term Effects. Follow-up data were collected in several studies from participants at ages three through six, 10 

through 16, and 18 through 30. Compared to individuals in the control group, participants had: 

• higher IQ scores 
• mixed achievement test scores 
• fewer instances of repeating a grade 
• higher frequency of immunizations and other positive health behaviors. 

Sources: See Appendix E for full citations. 

FDRP: Honig. & Lally. (1982); and Lally, et al. (1988).   

IHDP: Infant Health and Development Project (IHDP), (1990);  McCormick et al. (1991); Ramey et al. (1992); McCormick. et al. 

(1993); Brooks-Gunn, J., McCarton, C. M., Casey, P. H., McCormick. M. C., Bauer, C. R., Bernbaum, J. C., Tyson, J., Swanson, M., 

Bennett, F. C., Scott, D. T., Tonascia, J. & Meinert, C. L. (1994); Brooks-Gunn, J., McCormick. M. C., Shapiro, S., Benasich, A. A. & 

Black, G. (1994); McCarton, et al. (1997); and Hill et al. (2003).   

ETP: Gray & Klaus (1970); Gray & Ramsey (1982); and Gray et al. (1982).
 
Head Start: Currie, J. & Thomas, D. (1995); Currie, J. & Thomas, D. (1999); Aughinbaugh, A.  (2001); Garces, et al. (2002); and
 
Abbott-Shim et al. (2003).   
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The weight of the evidence from key studies of preschool programs 
serving at-risk children indicates these programs can produce
long-term effects on IQ scores, student achievement test scores,
grade repetition, special education placement, high school gradua-
tion, and delinquency.  Of course, the results appear to depend on
the quality of the preschool program and other services provided. 
Even though most of the large-scale programs served children part
day for one school year at age four (in contrast to some model pro-
grams which served children full day for multiple school years, and 
provided other services as well), the results of studies of large-scale 
programs appear to be consistent with those of experiments evalu-
ating more intensive model programs. 

In general, there appears to be some variation in the long-term ef-
fects of preschool for children from low-income families.  Barnett 
has speculated that perhaps the best predictor of the size of pro-
gram effects may be the size of the gap between the program and
(initially) the home as learning environments, rather than whether 
a child is a member of a particular group.  One possible exception 
to this general rule is gender. Experimental studies of model pro-
grams (including Abecedarian, Perry Preschool, and the Early 
Training Project) found larger effects on achievement test scores 
for low-income girls than boys, though the differences were not 
statistically significant. Two of these studies (Perry Preschool and 
Early Training Project) found that graduation rates were higher 
for girls than for boys. But results of the quasi-experimental stud-
ies of model programs are less consistent with this finding, and 
none of the large-scale studies which explicitly tested for gender 
differences found any. 

One point that experts frequently note is that to produce good re-
sults, the pre-K program must be of good quality. Therefore, a key 
question for any state’s pre-K effort is: What is the quality of the
program? 

JLARC REVIEW AND RESEARCH METHODS 

Using the study mandate as a guide, the primary focus of this re-
port is upon addressing the manner of VPI’s implementation, the
quality of the program and its impact in helping at-risk students
attain school-readiness and positive future educational outcomes,
the application of “universal” preschool in other states and its suit-
ability for Virginia, and options for potentially expanding VPI. 

The primary research methods included a review of the research
literature on at-risk preschool and universal preschool; interviews 
with DOE staff and other experts; an assessment of VPI program
requirements in light of national standards; observations of class-
rooms in a subset of school divisions; surveys of kindergarten 
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teachers, elementary school principals, and school divisions; and
analyses of pre-K and kindergarten literacy tests and third and 
fifth grade Standards of Learning (SOL) for potential VPI impacts.
Appendix B contains more details on the research methods em-
ployed. 

It was important to use multiple methods to assess VPI because 
each method has strengths and weaknesses. For example, program
requirements can help promote quality if appropriate or weaken a 
program if unreasonable, and therefore it is useful to review these
requirements. However, compliance with program requirements, 
often referred to in the early childhood education field as “struc-
tural standards,” does not guarantee program quality. The obser-
vation of classrooms is considered by experts in the field to be an 
excellent means of assessing quality. However, while time and re-
sources did permit the visitation of a diverse group of divisions in
urban, rural, and suburban settings and in different parts of the 
State, the group of divisions selected had to be a small subset rela-
tive to the total number of divisions in the State. Test score data 
help assess the academic skills or content knowledge gained by 
students, but the data do not address other skills such as social 
skills and fine and gross motor skills. Through a survey, kinder-
garten teachers are in a position to note the apparent academic 
and social preparedness of VPI graduates who enter their class-
rooms as well as their subsequent classroom performance. How-
ever, there is a subjective element to this appraisal, and it is not 
certain that non-respondents have the same perception. The use of
several methods, however, provides an opportunity to see the ex-
tent to which the findings about VPI’s quality appear to converge
upon an overall conclusion. 

The report provides a snapshot indication of VPI’s implementation
and quality, based on data collectable within the time and re-
sources of the review. The report does not address the use or ex-
pansion in VPI of public-private partnerships in any detail. The 
potential for expanding the use of these partnerships is currently
being examined through some pilot projects that are underway in 
Virginia. Also, at this time Virginia lacks a common definition of
school readiness that is widely accepted and reported by VPI pro-
grams. In Access & Quality, an August 2007 document,  the Start 
Strong Council (a working group on early childhood initiatives that 
was formed by the Governor) recommends the adoption of such a
definition and its use in an annual school readiness report. This 
approach could be a useful in future evaluations of VPI perform-
ance. Another element that would be useful for considering VPI’s
impact but which was beyond the scope of this review is the long-
term tracking of VPI graduate outcomes, including tracking test
scores and other measures of success. Critical information to facili-
tate this task has not been centrally collected, but will be collected 
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 by DOE in the future. In addition, more attention could be given in
the future to the role of parental involvement in at-risk pre-K suc-
cess and the impact of pre-K program staff who focus on fostering 
parental involvement. 
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Section 22.1-199.1 of the Code of Virginia authorizes and addresses preschool for at-
risk four-year-olds (and at-risk five-year-olds not eligible to attend kindergarten).
The Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) serves children who are not being served by
Head Start, and its enrollment now exceeds Head Start’s enrollment in Virginia.
Since the inception of the program in FY 1996, the State and the localities combined
have spent an estimated $589 million, or an overall average of about $49 million per
year. In FY 2007, an estimated $89.5 to $95.0 million was spent, or an average of 
between about $7,239 and $7,684 per pupil from State and local sources. 

Locality participation in VPI is optional. Participation increased between FY 2004
and FY 2007 from 75 to 100 localities (18 localities still are not participating in FY 
2008). In all but six of the participating localities, the school division is the lead
agency for the program. Participating localities and educators in those localities
have substantial latitude in implementing VPI. For example, local programs differ
in the criteria determining which students have priority to be served, the extent to
which VPI slots are filled, classroom settings, extent of use of various learning for-
mats, daily schedule, curriculum, and teacher compensation. The fact that some lo-
calities do not participate, and others do not fill a substantial portion of available at-
risk slots, raises some questions about the equity of access for at-risk children. 

The Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) program is shaped at the 
State and local levels. The program is authorized by State statute.
The State determines how many student slots it will help to fund 
in each participating locality and the per-pupil amount toward
which it will contribute. The State also has certain minimum re-
quirements for local participation in the program. 

Still, local governments and local educators have a substantial de-
gree of control over local implementation. Localities may choose to
participate or to decline participation in the program. Local cir-
cumstances and choices impact the factors given priority in deter-
mining the children to be served by the program, the extent to
which student slots are filled, the facilities in which VPI is pro-
vided, the extent to which various instructional formats are util-
ized, the daily schedules, program content and curriculum scope,
whether to lower class sizes and pupil teacher ratios from maxi-
mum standards, and teacher compensation levels. 
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VPI STATUTORY AUTHORIZATION 

The statutory authorization for VPI is contained in §22.1-199.1 of 
the Code of Virginia. The provisions of this section address what 
has become the VPI program, although VPI is not stated by name.
Provisions pertaining to the program appear under subsection C of 
a section entitled "Programs designed to promote education oppor-
tunities." The section begins with the following language: 

The General Assembly finds that effective prevention pro-
grams designed to assist children at risk of school failure 
and dropout are practical mechanisms for reducing violent 
and criminal activity and for ensuring that Virginia's chil-
dren will reach adulthood with the skills necessary to suc-
ceed in the twenty-first century; to this end, the following
program is hereby established. With such funds as are ap-
propriated for this purpose, the General Assembly hereby
establishes a grant program to be disbursed by the De-
partment of Education to schools and community-based or-
ganizations to provide quality preschool programs for at-
risk four-year-olds who are unserved by Head Start pro-
grams and for at-risk five-year-olds who are not eligible to 
attend kindergarten. 

The VPI program meets the conditions of the above language, and 
State Appropriation Acts have provided funds for the initiative 
since FY 1996. Funding for the program has been designated in
Appropriation Acts as "At-Risk Four-Year-Olds Preschool Pay-
ments." The Appropriation Act contains a broad statement of the 
General Assembly's intent for the payment, and also specifies some
particulars of the program. With regard to legislative intent, the
current Appropriation Act states: 

It is the intent of the General Assembly that an additional 
state payment shall be disbursed by the Department of
Education to schools and community-based organizations to 
provide quality preschool programs for at-risk four-year-
olds unserved by Head Start program funding. 

Language specifying this legislative intent has been contained in 
Appropriation Acts since 1994. The only change in this language
since the program's inception is that originally it said that pre-
school payments were for at-risk four-year-olds "unserved by an-
other program." This language meant that the program was not for
at-risk four-year-olds who were already served by Head Start, but 
it was also interpreted to mean that the program could not be used 
to fund preschool in school divisions which were already providing 
preschool services through other federal funds such as Title I. 
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Now, funding from the program is potentially available to all at-
risk four-year-olds who are not served by Head Start. 

For most of VPI’s history, program enrollment was relatively small
compared to Head Start. For several years prior to FY 2005, the 
VPI program served about two-thirds the number of children as
Head Start. However, with a major expansion in State funding and 
children served in FY 2005, VPI began to serve more children than
Head Start (Table 1). With the number of four-year-old Virginians 
estimated at around 100,000 over the last several years, VPI and 
Head Start together are serving about 20 percent of four-year olds.
With Title I and special education preschool taken into account,
about 30 percent of four-year-olds are served by government-
sponsored pre-K. 

Table 1: Four-Year-Old Enrollments in Public Pre-K Programs in Virginia 

VPI and Head Start, Enrollment from FY 2002 to FY 2007 
Fiscal Year VPI Head Start Ratio, VPI to Head Start 
2002 5,966 8,588 0.69 
2003 5,823 9,119 0.64 
2004 5,858 9,121 0.64 

2005 10,318 8,549 1.21 
2006 11,237 8,502 1.32 

2007 12,363 about 8,500 1.45 

FY 2007 Enrollment With Title I and Special Education Included 
Program Number Enrolled 
VPI 12,363 
Head Start 8,500 
Title I 4,548 
Special Education 6,025 
Totala 31,436 

aThe total may overstate the number of children served (to the extent that some children are served by more than one program). 

Source: “Virginia's Preschool Programs," an April 2006 presentation to the Virginia Board of Education and "Delivery of Preschool 
Services and Programs in Virginia's Public Education System," a Nov. 2006 presentation by House Appropriations Committee staff. 

STATE FUNDING AND STATE AND LOCAL COSTS FOR VPI 

VPI provides preschool for at-risk four-year-olds at no cost to the
parent(s) or guardian(s) of the child. The costs for the program are 
paid with State and local funds. 

State Funding for VPI 

State funding for the program is in the form of per-pupil grants. 
The magnitude of State funding is based on the State share of a 
fixed amount per pupil. From FY 1996 to FY 2006, the State paid 
its share of a total cost of $5,400 per child in the program. The ba-
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sis for the $5,400 per-pupil amount was explained in a 1993 report 
A Study of Programs Serving At-Risk Four-Year-Old Children by
the Virginia Board of Education, the Department of Education,
and the Virginia Council on Child Day Care and Early Childhood
Programs. This report provided a total cost estimate for providing
an “optimal model” preschool program that equated to about
$7,627 per child, but also noted an estimated per-pupil cost of 
$5,400 for an “acceptable quality” preschool program. The report 
stated that the $5,400 per child cost “is based on the findings of the 
1990 General Accounting Office report Early Childhood Education: 
What Are the Costs of High-Quality Programs? and is also the 
statewide average cost of serving a four-year-old in the model early 
childhood programs currently provided through the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant” which Virginia received from the fed-
eral government. Given the continued use of $5,400 as the State-
acknowledged per-pupil amount from FY 1996 to FY 2006, varia-
tions in the State funding during those years was due to increases
in the number of pupils to be served in the program. 

The State's share has paid the proportion of the grant amount 
which is not borne by the locality through a local match. The local
match proportion is determined based on the composite index
measure of local ability to pay. (The composite index is a measure 
used by the State to distribute most education funding for kinder-
garten through grade 12; the index measures locality real property 
values, income, and taxable sales relative to locality student mem-
bership and population.) At the 2006 General Assembly session,
the total per-pupil cost to be paid by the State and the local match
in FY 2007 and FY 2008 was increased to $5,700. 

The State’s per pupil cost contribution toward the $5,700 amount 
varies inversely with local ability to pay, ranging from about 80 
percent of $5,700, or $4,539, to 20 percent of $5,700, or $1,140 (Ta-
ble 2). In localities which spend more than the local match re-
quired of them to meet the $5,700 per-pupil cost, the State’s con-
tribution on a percentage basis is less, because the State does not
acknowledge costs above $5,700 per pupil. A locality with a high
composite index (high ability to pay) and high program costs may 
pay about 88 percent of their program cost. 

In the early years of VPI, the total per-pupil amount used by the
State to determine State and local cost shares exceeded the per-
pupil allocation amounts from the federal government for Head
Start programs in Virginia. For example, in FY 1996, the VPI total
per-pupil amount was 120 percent of the per-pupil allocation for
Head Start pupils. However, by FY 2005, the VPI total per-pupil 
amount used by the State in determining cost shares was about
three-quarters of the per-pupil amount allocated for Virginia’s
Head Start preschool students (Table 3).  
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VPI funds are not just for the purpose of meeting classroom costs.
The Appropriation Act indicates that the grants "shall be used to
provide programs for at-risk four-year-old children which include
quality preschool education, health services, social services, paren-
tal involvement and transportation." Programs are to at least pro-
vide school-year services. 

Table 2: Per-Pupil VPI Costs Borne by State and Localities Vary Based on Local Ability 
to Pay (Wealth) and Local Costs Above Minimum 

Average Local Wealth, 
Low Local Wealth,  “Prevailing” (Typical) High Local Wealth, 

Minimum Per-Pupil Costa Per-Pupil Costb High Per-Pupil Costc 

State $4,539 80% $3,135 47% $1,140 12% 
Per-Pupil Percent Per-Pupil Percent Per-Pupil Percent 

Local $1,161 20% $3,556 53% $8,660 88% 
Total $5,700 100% $6,691 100% $9,800 100% 

a Based on Wise County’s composite index of 0.2036.  

b Assumes a composite index of 0.4500.  

c Based on Alexandria City’s composite index of 0.8000 and its reported per-pupil cost 


Note: The composite index is the State’s measure of local ability to pay, used in education funding formulas. 

Source: JLARC staff analysis.  

Table 3: Per-Pupil Amounts for VPI and Head Start in Virginia 

VPI Per-Pupil Head Start 
Cost Allocations Per 

For Setting State Pupil for Virginia Ratio, VPI to 
Fiscal Year and Local Shares Children Served Head Start 
1996 $5,400 $4,507 1.20 
1997 $5,400 $4,754 1.14 
1998 $5,400 $5,141 1.05 

1999 $5,400 $5,411 1.00 
2000 $5,400 $5,887 0.92 

2001 $5,400 $6,604 0.82 
2002 $5,400 $6,925 0.78 

2003 $5,400 $6,988 0.77 
2004 $5,400 $7,128 0.76 

2005 $5,400 $7,216 0.75 
2006 $5,400 $7,169 0.75 

2007 $5,700 -- --

Source: State Appropriation Acts; The National Center for Education Statistics' Digest of Educa
tion Statistics; and Head Start program fact sheets. 
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State and Local Costs for VPI Since FY 1996 

The mandate for the JLARC review required that staff assess the 
costs of VPI to the State and localities “since its inception.” State
costs for the program are estimated based on actual enrollment 
levels and the State share of the VPI per-pupil cost. Local match
amounts are based on the local shares of the VPI per-pupil cost. 
The local share of the VPI cost varies based on each locality’s 
measured ability to pay (the State’s “composite index).” Localities
can choose to spend more than the required local match. JLARC 
staff obtained information on local costs spending by surveying 
school divisions and by contacting other VPI lead agencies. 

From FY 1996 to FY 2007, State expenditures plus the estimated 
local match have totaled about $447.1 million. It is not feasible to 
estimate the local costs above the local match with as much accu-
racy as the estimates for State expenditures and local match
amounts. Based on the JLARC survey, most localities have diffi-
culty retrospectively determining their expenditure totals for VPI. 
As a rough estimate of the range in these costs, JLARC staff first 
used locality-reported total per-pupil amounts for FY 2007, sub-
tracted $5,700 from those amounts, and multiplied the difference
times the number of VPI pupils served. For localities unable to 
provide a per-pupil cost, a range in cost was estimated by assum-
ing no local expenditures above the match for the low end of the 
range, and by assuming a high per-pupil amount (based on urban,
suburban, and rural locality spending patterns) for the high end of 
the range. Using the data from the limited number of localities
which did report expenditures over the years, prior-year estimates 
were developed based on the proportion of total FY 2007 costs that 
these localities reported as costs in each of the prior years. 

Table 4 shows the results of this analysis by fiscal year. With es-
timated local costs above the match included, total expenditures
over the time period are estimated to be about $589 million (the 
midpoint of the range), or an average annual State plus local ex-
penditure of $49 million. 

EXTENT OF LOCALITY PARTICIPATION IN VPI 

In 2006-07, 100 localities participated in VPI, while 36 did not. 
Some localities did not participate because they were not eligible to 
participate. Other localities were eligible but chose not to partici-
pate. 
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Table 4: Estimated Costs of VPI, FY 1996 to FY 2007 ($ in Millions) 

Estimated Local Costs 
State Estimated Local Above Match 

Fiscal Year  Expenditures Match Expenditures (Rough Estimates) Total 
1996 $8.0 $5.8 $1.0 to $1.4 $14.8 to $15.2 
1997 $14.8 $10.7 $2.8 to $3.7 $28.3 to $29.2 
1998 $16.9 $12.2 $3.3 to $4.4 $32.4 to $33.5 
1999 $18.9 $13.7 $3.3 to $4.4 $35.9 to $37.0 
2000 $19.1 $13.8 $3.5 to $4.7 $36.4 to $37.6 
2001 $18.4 $12.9 $9.3 to $12.0 $40.6 to $43.3 
2002 $18.8 $13.4 $9.2 to $11.9 $41.4 to $44.1 
2003 $18.2 $13.3 $12.9 to $16.7 $44.4 to $48.2 
2004 $18.2 $13.4 $16.6 to $21.4 $48.2 to $53.0 
2005 $34.9 $20.8 $21.2 to $27.3 $76.9 to $83.0 
2006 $38.5 $22.4 $21.1 to $27.2 $82.0 to $88.1 
2007 $44.7 $25.7 $19.4 to $24.9 $89.8 to $95.3 
Total $269.4 $178.1 $123.6 to $160.0 $571.1 to $607.5 

(midpoint = $589)  

Source: State expenditures (based on VPI enrollment) for FY 1996 to FY 2000 are from “Delivery of Preschool Services and Pro
grams in Virginia’s Public Education System,” a November 2006 presentation by Virginia House Appropriation Committee staff. State 
expenditures for FY 2001 to FY 2006 are based on DOE spreadsheets. Local match expenditures for FY 2001 to FY 2006 were 
calculated using composite index values of participating school divisions. For earlier years (FY 1996 to FY 2000), a 42 percent local 
share was used, or the average aggregate local share percentage of participating localities in years before the program substantially 
expanded. Method to estimate local expenditures beyond the match is described in the report text above. 

Among Participating Localities in 2006-07, Seven Accounted for 
Almost Half of VPI Slots 

Among the 100 localities participating in VPI in 2006-07, seven lo-
calities with large programs accounted for about 47 percent of VPI
slots. These localities were 

• Norfolk (1,487 FTE slots, or about 12 percent), 
• Newport News (1,031 FTE slots, or about 8 percent), 
• Richmond City (845 FTE slots, or about 7 percent), 
• Fairfax County (711 FTE slots, or about 6 percent), 
• Virginia Beach (704 FTE slots, or about 6 percent), 
• Portsmouth (563 FTE slots, or about 5 percent), and 
• Hampton (490 FTE slots, or about 4 percent). 

Fourteen Localities Were Not Eligible to Participate 

The number of VPI student slots in each locality that the State will
help fund is determined through a calculation made by DOE staff.
DOE multiplies each locality’s free lunch participation percentage 
times the estimated number of four-year-olds in the locality, and 
then subtracts the number of children that are being served by
Head Start. 
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In some localities, the number of Head Start program slots equals 
or exceeds the DOE projected number of at-risk four-year-olds. 
These localities therefore are not eligible to participate in VPI. In
2006-07, 14 localities were not part of VPI because they were not 
eligible: the counties of Craig, Giles, Lee, Mathews, Orange, Rap-
pahannock, Scott, Stafford, and York, and the cities of Buena
Vista, Norton, Radford, Lexington, and Emporia. Of these locali-
ties, in 2007-08, Scott and York County are eligible for VPI fund-
ing for one student slot each, due to an increase in their projected 
number of four-year-olds. 

Eighteen Localities Choose Not to Participate in VPI, Primarily 
Because of Cost and Space Considerations 

Eligible localities have the option to participate or not participate 
in VPI, and there have always been localities which have opted not 
to participate. The number of localities participating increased 
from FY 2004 to FY 2007. In FY 2004, 75 localities participated in
the program, but by FY 2007, there were 100 localities participat-
ing (and DOE indicates that 106 localities may be participating in
2007-08). Factors in the increased participation include 

•	 elimination of a Title I preschool deduct from the allowed 
number of VPI slots, beginning in FY 2005, 
•	 updating the projected number of four-year-olds, 
•	 updating division free lunch percentages, and 
•	 updating each division’s Head Start child count.  

There were 22 localities which were eligible but did not participate
in VPI in 2006-07. According to DOE, this number is declining to 
18 localities in 2007-08. These localities, and the reason they have 
given to DOE for non-participation, are shown in Table 5. 

The reasons for non-participation in five localities (Colonial Beach, 
Fairfax City, Madison, Manassas City, and Scott) seemed suffi-
ciently clear from the information provided to DOE, while Loudoun 
and York indicated to DOE that they think they are meeting their
needs in other ways besides the use of VPI, and Bland indicated 
that it is working on a program redesign. JLARC staff surveyed 
the other superintendents in the other ten school divisions, then, 
in order to gain further insight into the factors impacting the non-
participation of their localities. Eight of the ten superintendents
responded to the survey. 

The respondents overwhelmingly indicated that in their localities,
the lack of participation is not due to citizen, school board, or local 
governing body opposition in principle to four-year-old pre-K for at-
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risk students. Lack of participation also does not appear to stem
from a perception that there is a lack of need or a division’s belief
that costs would exceed benefits. Further, respondents indicated
that as educators, they think that programs such as VPI are help-
ful to the academic and social preparation of students for kinder-
garten, and that the programs can have positive longer-term im-
pacts. The major factors causing non-participation, as viewed by
these respondents, were space (cited by four of eight as a major 
factor in non-participation), start-up costs for the program (cited 
by five of eight as a major factor), and the recurring local share 
costs (cited by six of eight as a major factor, and cited as a moder-
ate factor and a minor factor by the other two). 

All eight of these respondents indicated that they could see “condi-
tions or circumstances under which their locality would likely de-
cide to participate in VPI.” Five of eight cited increased funding as 

Table 5: Localities Eligible for but Not Participating in VPI in 2007-08 

Locality	 Reason Given for Not Participating 
Bland 	 “We are looking to redesign our program.” 
Colonial Beach Interested – funding not enough. Need approximately $150,000 for salary plus 

benefits plus program development & implementation.” 
Colonial Heights  “Lack of space.” 
Fairfax City “Fairfax County Office for Children covers all school districts within Fairfax 

County.” 
Frederick “Local funding and space issues.” 
Galax “No space is available for an additional preschool classroom within our school 

buildings. Funds are not sufficient to lease / purchase space off of school 
grounds.” 

Gloucester 	 “The only classroom that is available in the division at this time is needed to 

house an existing Headstart program.” 


Loudoun 	 “Loudoun serves students eligible for VPI through other programs through local
 
funds.” 

“Due to the required time for a half-day program (3 ½ hours), we would not be 

able to offer two half-day sessions as we are currently offering.”  


Madison 

Middlesex 
Manassas City “Our School Board voted not to participate in preschool until it is fully funded.” 

“The Middlesex County Public Schools budget does not contain funds that would 
allow for full funding of the preschool initiative.” 

New Kent 	 “Lack of space, local funding component, sustainability.” 

“At this time PCPS does not have available space nor matching funds to support 

this initiative.”


Poquoson 

Salem 	 “Insufficient local funds to fully fund the program.” 

“Lack of classroom space and we presently have a 4-year-old Head Start Pro
gram that the school system is the grantee agent.” 


Scott 

Sussex	 “We do not have the space.” 

“York County has identified and provided sufficient programming options to meet 

the needs of our population without accessing VPI.” 


York 

King George “Funds.” 

Source: Virginia Department of Education, Spring State Report (Projected School Year 2007-08). 
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a key condition or circumstance, with two particularly citing the
availability of State start-up grants as a factor. Two superinten-
dents indicated that plans for a new elementary school in the lo-
calities could address space issues sufficiently to enable participa-
tion. Another superintendent indicated that the locality’s priority
is currently on the establishment of full-day kindergarten. With 
that established, a pre-K program would be more likely to receive 
consideration. 

PARTICIPATING LOCALITIES HAVE SUBSTANTIAL LATITUDE IN 
IMPLEMENTING VPI 

Participating localities and educators in those localities have sub-
stantial latitude in implementing VPI. Examples of areas in which
participating localities have latitude include 

•	 setting eligibility criteria, 
•	 the extent to which VPI slots are filled,  
•	 determining the lead agency for the program and the service 

provider, 
•	 the classroom setting, 
•	 the extent to which various instructional settings or formats 

are utilized, 
•	 daily schedules, 
•	 curriculum content aligned with “the Foundation Blocks” and

assessments other than PALS pre-K, 
•	 class sizes and pupil-teacher ratios to be at or below maxi-

mum permissible levels, and 
•	 teacher compensation levels. 

Criteria for Determining Children That Have Priority to Be in VPI 

DOE determines the number of VPI slots that the State will help
fund by looking at an income/poverty-related factor—the propor-
tion of children in the locality who are eligible for free lunch. How-
ever, each locality can determine the methodology that it will use
to prioritize children to fill the available slots. 

A content analysis of method explanation sheets submitted by 46
school divisions shows some substantial differences as well as 
some similarities in how this responsibility is handled. Income is
consistently included as part of the determination methods. How-
ever, in those method explanation sheets with clearly delineated
point scoring, income per se is not as high a proportion of the scor-
ing system as might be expected. In the sheets analyzed, income 
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accounts for a range of from 6 to 39 percent of the rating, with an 
overall average of 16 percent. 

Among the 46 divisions providing method explanation sheets iden-
tifying the factors used in scoring, 20 use a student assessment in-
strument or educational screening as a factor in their priority scor-
ing, while 26 do not. Among the divisions using such an 
instrument, the instrument typically receives more weight in the 
evaluation than the income factor. Among divisions using the in-
struments and reporting factor weights for their criteria, the in-
struments accounted for 17 to 44 percent of the priority score, with 
an average weight of 30 percent. 

Other frequently-used risk factors in locality assessments include 
the number and nature of the child’s caretakers, the education 
level of the caretakers, limited English proficiency on the part of 
the child or the adults, family member incarceration, and family
history of substance abuse or violence. 

While most risk assessment sheets reviewed appear appropriate
for the task, some assessments could be improved. For example, in
one locality, the higher the score on the sheet, the more advan-
taged the child is presumed to be and the less in need of VPI ser-
vices. However, there are items on the form in which points are
awarded for actually displaying a risk factor, running counter to 
the general scheme. 

Filled and Unfilled Slots for VPI 

In 2006-07, DOE projected that 17,628 children could be placed in
slots for VPI in participating localities. However, approximately
12,363 slots were filled, or only 70 percent of the DOE projection. 

Table 6 shows localities participating in VPI that used less than
half their VPI slots in 2006-07 and are slated to use less than half 
their slots in 2007-08. One of the localities indicates that the DOE 
projection of slots may overestimate their need. However, five of 
the localities indicate that a lack of space or local funds is the
cause for not filling more slots. Among these divisions is Henrico
County, a division that has a substantial waiting list for VPI at 
some of its schools which offer the program. 

Lead Agency for VPI and Service Provider 

In all but six localities, the school division has been designated as
the lead agency for VPI. However, one of the six localities in which 
the lead agency is another entity is the largest locality in the
State, Fairfax County. Other localities that do not use the school 
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Table 6: Localities Filling Less Than Half Their Available VPI Slots in 2006-07 and 2007-08 

Percent of Slots 
Utilized Reason Given to DOE for Not Filling Available 

Locality in 2006-07 Slots in 2007-08 
Botetourt 43% “Currently the local share of funding does not allow us to 

add a second site. Projected second site for 2008-09.” 
Fairfax 40% “Lack of space and unavailable matching funds.” 
Alexandria 24% Locality bears 80 percent of the cost, and has a cost of care 

of $9,800 “that far exceeds the $5,700 allotted.” 
Westmoreland 19% “There is a very limited number of students on the wait list 

and those that are do not meet the criteria.” 
Henrico 11% “Lack of building space. Local match.” 
Prince William 2% “Lack of funds for local match. State requires $1,221 per 

child in local funding. To provide high quality [early child
hood education] program with certified teachers, the local 
cost is $4,111 per child.” 

Source: DOE Spring State Report (Projected School Year 2007-08) and DOE VPI data for 2006-07. 

division as the lead agency include Albemarle, Amelia, Fauquier,
and Richmond County, and also the City of Alexandria. 

Localities also may choose to have the school division provide the 
VPI program, or opt to contract with another entity to provide the
service, or do some of both. In the great majority of cases, school
divisions provide the services. However, Alleghany, Fairfax, Fau-
quier, Richmond County, Shenandoah, Alexandria, Chesapeake,
and Virginia Beach all have other entities as service providers for 
at least some of their VPI students. The YMCA of South Hampton 
Roads renders the preschool services for Chesapeake and Virginia
Beach, but classrooms for both programs are located on the
grounds of the public schools. 

Classroom Settings: School Buildings, Pre-K Centers, Trailers, 
and Partner Facilities 

VPI classrooms can be found in school buildings, pre-K centers, 
mobile units (trailers), and in the facilities of contracted entities. 
Most VPI classrooms, however, are housed in elementary school 
buildings with classes from other grades. 

School Buildings. The location of VPI classrooms in school build-
ings has some benefits. A major objective of at-risk preschool is to
prepare the children for kindergarten and for success in school. By
being in a regular school building setting, the students become 
used to walking in school hallways, seeing older students, seeing 
teachers who they may have in the future, and eating in the school 
cafeteria. 
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Pre-K Centers. Other divisions have opted to have one or more pre-
K centers or buildings exclusively serving pre-K students. Ports-
mouth, for example, has had a diminishing K-12 enrollment, 
meaning that some schools have become underutilized. The divi-
sion has converted two of the underutilized schools into preschool 
centers which serve VPI students and others. 

Mobile Units. Some divisions that face classroom space limitations
have VPI classes in mobile units (trailers). In response to a JLARC 
staff survey question, 55 of 82 school divisions responding (67 per-
cent) indicated that a lack of classroom space limits their ability to 
provide preschool classes for at-risk children in one or more of 
their schools. Of these 55 divisions, 16 report having one or more 
trailers in use: Bedford County (2 VPI classrooms), Brunswick (2),
Buckingham (4), Caroline (2), Culpepper (2), Cumberland (2), 
Franklin County (5), Henrico (2), Mecklenburg (1), Montgomery 
(4), Pittsylvania (2), (Chesapeake (19), Covington (1), Harrison-
burg (4), Manassas Park City (2), Suffolk (6), and Williamsburg-
James City (8). 

Some divisions that do not view space as a limiting factor may also 
use trailers. The Virginia Beach division falls in this category. 

JLARC staff observations of pre-K classrooms in mobile units re-
vealed that the classrooms could be spacious and offer a more in-
viting atmosphere than classrooms not designed for pre-K pur-
poses (Figure 1). However, views among the school divisions about 

Figure 1: Interior of a VPI Classroom Held in a Trailer 

Source: JLARC staff photograph, September 2007. 
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the use of trailers for at-risk pre-K are mixed (Table 7). Not sur-
prisingly, divisions that use trailers tend to view them more fa-
vorably than divisions that do not; but 49 of 50 division respon-
dents in the three categories agreed with the statement that
“providing pre-K to children in trailers is better than not serving 
them at all.” 

One division extensively using trailers has stated that “as long as
the trailers are appropriately equipped to serve preschool children,
they provide an acceptable instructional space,” but also notes that 
the trailers “do require a bathroom and a separate utility sink (lo-
cated in the classroom).” The pre-K need for ready access to bath-
room facilities and sinks may impact the extent of trailer usage for 
pre-K. Prince George County notes: 

Trailers for PK students must have a bathroom. This im-
pacts usage of trailers because water lines must be run to
the trailers. These lines must be buried underground to 
prevent freezing in the winter. 

The Dinwiddie County school division has expressed “worries 
about moving pre-K students from trailers to school buildings” at 
times when there is a threat of “tornadoes, hurricanes or other 
emergency or inclement weather.” 

Some school divisions indicate that to the extent that they are or
would use trailers for instruction, they are more inclined to put 

Table 7: School Division Responses to Questions About the Use of Trailers for Pre-K 
Divisions

Divisions Divisions Which  Considered 
Using Have Not Consid- but Rejected 
Trailers ered Trailer Use Trailer Use 

(% Yes)a (% Yes)b (% Yes)c 

Statements Favorable to the Use of Trailers 
Trailers can be a good solution to space limitations. 

80 42 29 
81% 53% 43% 


Parents are comfortable with the idea of pre-K being housed in 

trailers. 

Some trailers offer better classroom space than our regular class- 56 50 33 

rooms. 

Providing pre-K to children in trailers is better than not serving 
them. 

100 100 95 

Statements Unfavorable to the Use of Trailers 
It is difficult to consistently heat and / or cool trailers. 31 33 52 

Pre-K teachers in our division object to teaching in trailers. 13 31 19 
Pre-K students in trailers are too separated from the school. 44 69 90 

We do not have the space on school grounds to place trailers. 20 46 38 
an = 15 to 17 

bn = 12 to 17 

cn = 17 to 21 


Source: JLARC staff survey of school divisions with VPI programs, August-September 2007. 
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higher elementary grade classes or special classes in the trailers 
rather than pre-K. The Louisa school division, for example, states 
that “trailers are currently being used at all schools for upper ele-
mentary grades, and preschool (as well as kindergarten and first 
grade) are housed in the main building for safety and facilities.” 
The Augusta school division states that some classes other than 
pre-K are in trailers at some schools “so pre-K can remain in the
building.” The Roanoke County school division reports that it “has 
added trailers in the past and moved school-age children out and
kept PK children in house,” causing “animosity among staff and 
parents.” The Lynchburg school division concludes that “if trailers 
are used, any grade should be subject to being housed there based 
upon total school needs.” 

Facilities of Contracted Entities. VPI programs may be provided on
the grounds and in facilities of entities with which the locality has
a contract for the provision of the program. In Alleghany County, 
for example, preschool services are provided by the YMCA using 
their facilities at two separate locations. 

Instructional Settings in the Regular Classroom 

The National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE)
has stated that preschool curricula “should expose children to a 
variety of classroom structures (whole class, small group, individ-
ual), thought processes, and discourse patterns in ways that ac-
commodate their individual needs and abilities.” NASBE further 
recommends that preschool programs incorporate a range of struc-
tured and unstructured activities that promote childrens’ skills in
problem-solving, self-control, sustaining attention, and the ability 
to work with adults and other children. The National Institute of 
Early Education Research (NIEER) suggests that preschool class-
rooms should be busy with conversations, projects, experiments, 
reading, and building activities. In sum, it appears that quality 
classrooms engage children through diverse and purposefully de-
signed instructional approaches that optimize the learning oppor-
tunities of children. Teachers should provide group instruction
consistent with learning goals, and should also provide semi-
structured learning environments that are consistent with curricu-
lar objectives. 

The four instructional settings or formats used in VPI classrooms 
that provide some diversity in the daily experiences of the children 
are whole group, small group, individual work time, and cen-
ters/free play. While these formats are held in common, there are 
differences in how much time different VPI classrooms allocate to 
these activities. 
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“Whole Group” Instruction. Whole group instruction is the way in 
which most VPI classrooms begin the day (Figure 2). In this in-
struction, the teacher (or in some cases, the instructional aide) 
leads the entire class through one or several activities. Frequently, 
the first whole group in the morning will address what day of the 
week it is, recite the days of the week, talk about the month or the
season of the year, discuss the weather, and go over letters of the
alphabet or letter sounds or counting numbers. High student en-
ergy levels in the whole group setting are often achieved through
the use of songs that reinforce the letters and letter sounds or 
counting. Other fun songs may be played which encourage the 
children to clap or address restlessness in the students by motivat-
ing them to stand up and move about to “get the wiggles out.” As
the day progresses, whole groups may be used a few more times, 
for activities such as reading stories. During whole group activities
led by the teacher, the instructional assistant may spend the time 
in a variety of ways, including working quietly to engage dis-
tracted students, participating with the group, or setting up the
classroom for the next planned activity. 

Figure 2: Whole Group Time for Some VPI Students 

Source: JLARC staff photograph, September 2007. 

“Small Group” Time. With two adult instructors in classrooms with 
more than eight students, there also is an opportunity to divide the 
classroom into “small group” instruction. In a classroom of 18 stu-
dents, for example, the lead teacher may take nine of the students
and lead an activity with them, while the instructional assistant 
leads an activity for the other nine. This format is useful for activi-
ties in which there is a desire for individual student participation 
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in front of the group. For example, students may be given a differ-
ent number of objects, such as plastic animals. Each student may
have a turn to identify the number of animals which he or she has,
and indicate whether that number is more, less, or the same com-
pared to the number of animals which another student has. A 
group of 18 students can be unwieldy for this exercise. It is possi-
ble to get around the group more quickly and have each student 
wait for a shorter period of time between turns in a smaller group. 

“Individual Work” Time. In the “individual work” format, students 
sit in chairs at tables and perform individual work (Figure 3). In
this setting, students can work on fine motor skills, such as hold-
ing pencils, crayons, or markers, or using scissors. Students may 
be asked to draw a picture, color in a picture, cut out and paste 
shapes, write letters or numbers, or do some work in a workbook. 

Figure 3: Individual Work Time 

Source: JLARC staff photograph, October 2007. 

Center Time. In “center time,” students have the option to spend
time in one or more of several activity centers in the class (Figure
4). This is semi-structured learning time. The format gives the
students the most choice and freedom in what they do and how 
they do it. Typically, there are one to four students at any given
center. Across classrooms, teachers and instructional assistants 
are engaged to varying degrees during this time in moving about
the classroom and fostering learning during the center experience. 
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Figure 4: Center Time 

Source: JLARC staff photograph, September 2007. 

In the VPI classrooms which JLARC staff visited, almost all had 
the following centers: kitchen or housekeeping or home living cen-
ter, blocks or Legos, and computer center. Other frequently-offered 
centers included reading or book center, sand and/or water discov-
ery table, dramatic play or dressup, listening (listening to stories
on a cassette tape or CD), and art (drawing or painting). Less fre-
quent offerings included a writing center, puzzles, sit and play 
dominoes, bean bag toss, playdough, and bowling. 

School Day of VPI Students 

In addition to the instructional formats which are utilized, the pre-
school day also consists of other elements, such as breakfast, tran-
sitions between activities, lunch, recess, and naps. The activities 
which are designated, the sequence of these activities, and the 
length of time for the activities can vary from day to day, across
classrooms in a school, across schools, or across divisions. Exhibit 2 
describes a typical day for VPI students in one Virginia classroom. 
Table 8 summarizes results from an analysis of sample classroom
schedules submitted by school divisions in response to a JLARC 
staff survey. As indicated, there is variability in areas such as the 
length of the school day, of center time, of naptime, and of gross 
motor (recess or outdoor play) time. 
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Exhibit 2: Illustrative Example of the School Day of a VPI Student 

7:20 to 8:15	 Arrival and Breakfast. Children arrive, mostly off school buses, at various times, and go  
to the school cafeteria for breakfast. 

8:15 to 8:25	 “Greeting Time.” During this time, students “sit down on the shape carpet to review the 
daily schedule and figure out who is absent.” Based on pictures on the bulletin board, the 
students try to figure out the day of the week, and the teacher writes the words, “Today is 
_________” so the class can see it. A student designated that day as “the weather 
checker” looks out the window to see if the class can go outside that day, and the class 
works on describing the day’s weather. A student “calendar helper” puts up the day’s 
number (date) on the class calendar board.   

8:25 to 8:40	 Small Group Time. This day, the students play a game of Bingo with Bingo cards and  
chips. The students are in assigned seats at tables. [Note: This game is played because 
it reinforces number and letter skills.] 

8:40 to 9:00	 Large Group Time. This day, the students sing songs in a large group to accompany 

music played on a compact disc player. 


9:00 to 9:10	 Story Time. The teacher or instructional assistant reads a storybook with the children. 

9:10 to 9:15	 Planning. The students sit down at the tables, and the teacher asks them about their 
plan for the upcoming “center time.” Students are encouraged to use a complete sen
tence to say what they plan to do in the centers.   

9:15 to 10:15	 Center Time. Teachers are expected to interact with students during center time. Stu
dents may leave a center, but only after cleaning up. 


10:15 to 10:25 Clean Up Time and “Recall.” Students are responsible for cleaning up their center. 

Once students are finished, the teacher asks them to tell the class what they did during 

center time.  


10:25 to 10:50 Gross Motor Time (recess or indoor exercise).  

10:50 to 11:15 Transition Time. Getting ready for lunch includes students lining up to take turns wash
ing their hands. 

11:15 to 11:40 Lunch in the cafeteria. 

11:40 to 11:45 Clean Up, Return Trays, and Return to Classroom. 

11:45 to 11:55 Story Time. After story is completed, students are encouraged to tell the teacher about 

the book just read. 


11:55 to 12:40 Center Time. (See above for description). 

12:40 to 12:45 Clean Up. 

12:45 to 1:35	 Rest Time. Students nap on mats, or, if not sleepy, may quietly look at books.  

1:35 to 2:00	 Wake Up, Get Ready for Dismissal, and Dismissal. Students wake up, mats are folded 
up, afternoon school announcements are made, and students get their backpacks and 
jackets. Students are escorted to the buses, and teachers wait until all buses are called.   

Source: Summary of a schedule / emergency plan of a classroom visited by JLARC staff in May 2007. 
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Table 8: VPI Classroom Schedules, Minutes of Time Spent in Different Activities 
Transitions, 

Morning Meals, and Quiet/ Center Gross Other Total 
Arrival  Snacks Nap Activity Motor Activity Instruction Time 

Mean 15 102 59 55 40 137 409 
Minimum 0 60 30 0 20 30 360 
Maximum 45 145 110 190 65 230 540 

Source: Analysis of 32 sample VPI classroom schedules submitted by school divisions. 

Curriculum Content Aligned With the Foundation Blocks 

The State provides a foundation for what is to take place in VPI 
classrooms through a set of minimum standards known as the Vir-
ginia Foundation Blocks for Learning. DOE staff in the Office of 
Elementary Instructional Services have prepared a 2007 document
entitled Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for Early Learning: Compre-
hensive Standards for Four-Year-Olds which seeks to establish a 
measurable range of skills and knowledge essential for four-year-
olds to be successful in kindergarten. 

The Foundation Blocks provide early childhood educators a set of
minimum standards in literacy, mathematics, science, and history 
and social science that are derived from scientifically-based re-
search on indicators of success for entering kindergarten. In 2007,
the Foundation Blocks became more comprehensive with the addi-
tion of standards in physical and motor skill development, and 
personal and social development. 

The Foundation Blocks are designed to be a tool for early childhood 
educators in the development of curriculum and meaningful class-
room activities. Each Foundation Block is organized to build to-
wards the Virginia Kindergarten Standards of Learning, and sam-
ple teaching activities are included to assist teachers in the 
planning of meaningful classroom activities. DOE requires that 
VPI programs align their curriculum with the Foundation Blocks, 
which helps to ensure that all areas within the Foundation Blocks 
are covered by local curricula and that local  curricula are geared 
towards ensuring the best chance of success for VPI students when 
they enter kindergarten.  

VPI providers, both school divisions and contracted parties, say 
that the content taught in the classroom is aligned with the Foun-
dation Blocks, which appears to be a useful tool. However, within 
the range of curriculum that seems aligned with the foundation 
blocks, each locality can choose the curriculum which it thinks best
fits its needs. Some localities purchase commercially available cur-
ricula. Other localities, as indicated in the example below, use a
curriculum uniquely developed for them.   
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Case Study 
“Discoveries and Adventures” is a preschool curriculum used 
by the YMCA of South Hampton Roads in Virginia Beach 
and Chesapeake. A second edition of the curriculum was re-
cently released. Local architects of the curriculum note that 
two resources were particularly helpful in shaping the cur-
riculum:  “The Creative Curriculum” and the “High Scope 
Curriculum.” It is described as a “child-centered curriculum 
designed to prepare children for kindergarten through en-
hancing their social-emotional, language, cognitive, and 
physical development.” The architects of the curriculum also 
state that they have aligned the curriculum with the Vir-
ginia Foundation Blocks for Early Learning, describing the 
foundation blocks as “a set of minimum standards with in-
dicators of success for entering kindergarten based on scien-
tifically-based research.” The guide book lists six general 
categories of goals of the curriculum:  (1) intellectual growth 
and cognitive stimulation, (2) emotional security, (3) social 
adjustment, (4) physical well-being, (5) creativity, and (6) 
safety in the world. A curriculum guide spells out planned 
activities month by month in language, perceptual, problem-
solving, memory, fine motor, and large motor skills. The 
guide also states that “play is viewed as a major contributor 
to the overall development of the child and, as such, is re-
spected and encouraged.” 

Class Sizes and Pupil-Teacher Ratios 

VPI requires that program classes have no more than 18 pupils in
a class, and there must be one adult (teacher or aide) per nine stu-
dents. (These requirements are discussed in more detail in Chap-
ter 3.) However, there are some differences across the program in 
how these requirements are interpreted and implemented. Some
programs interpret and implement the requirements as meaning
that throughout the day, a ratio of no more than nine children per
adult must be maintained. Consequently, they may have a floating
aide available for instances when a teacher or an aide in a class-
room needs to leave the class for some reason. Other schools have 
staffing assignments for VPI classes that satisfy the required ratio,
but do not maintain the required ratio throughout the day. 

In addition, programs by necessity or by choice can provide more 
staff or have smaller classes than the VPI program maximums. 
The average number of VPI students per class in FY 2007 was
about 14.9, and the average ratio of VPI children to assigned class-
room staff (teachers and instructional assistants) was about 7.4 to
one. However, some school divisions have fewer VPI students per 
class and lower pupil-teacher ratios.  
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Teacher Compensation Levels 

There is no statewide salary scale for the compensation of VPI
teachers and teacher aides. There also is no required minimum or 
maximum permissible salary level. Teacher compensation levels
are within the control of the entities providing the services. Conse-
quently, there can be wide variations in the compensation which is
paid to similarly-credentialed and similarly-experienced staff for
equivalent work. 

It appears that all school divisions choose to compensate pre-K 
staff based on the same salary scale they use for other teachers in
their division. Teacher experience levels are recognized in these lo-
cal scales. However, in localities that contract VPI out to entities 
other than the school division, the school division’s salary scale
does not apply. This is the case in Virginia Beach, where salary 
levels for staff teaching preschool is lower than would be the case if
the school division’s salary scale applied. 

Table 9 shows the average preschool staff salaries in Arlington and 
Fairfax County, two localities with high salaries in Northern Vir-
ginia, a region of the state in which schools face a high cost of com-
peting for personnel. The table also shows the average preschool 
staff salary levels in the five localities with the next highest sala-
ries as well as the five localities with the lowest salaries reported 
on the JLARC staff survey. 

Table 9: High and Low Average Salaries for Preschool Lead 
Teachers and Instructional Assistants in Participating Localities 

Lead Instructional 
Survey Respondents Teachers Assistants 
Arlington $81,000 $36,000 
Fairfax $68,905 $30,084 
Mean, Next Highest Five Divisions $55,669 $20,545 
Mean, Lowest Five Divisions $29,545 $9,969 

Source: JLARC staff survey of school divisions with VPI programs, and contacts with other lead 
agencies if not the school division. Fairfax salaries are for school division VPI teachers. 

On average, the lead teachers in the five higher-paying divisions
shown make about 88 percent more than in the lowest-paying divi-
sions. Instructional assistants in the higher-paying divisions also
make about double the salary as those in the lowest. Virginia
Beach and Alleghany, which contract out VPI services, did not re-
port the average salary for the pre-K teachers and instructional 
assistants who are serving VPI children in private arrangements. 
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The State’s program requirements for VPI have been established both in statute and
administratively. It appears that school divisions are largely in compliance with
these requirements, many of which are to ensure compliance with State law and
some of which are to maintain program quality. The types of standards required by
the State are typically referred to as “structural standards,” and research differs on
the extent to which such measures are linked to program quality. Nevertheless, such
standards may have a role in helping to establish a framework for a baseline level of 
program quality. Therefore, while the VPI program already meets many of the struc-
tural standards advocated by early childhood organizations and experts, it may be
worthwhile to consider how and whether to incorporate additional select measures
and whether such standards could be addressed through Virginia’s Star Quality Ini-
tiative. 

The mandate for this study asked that the review “identify and as-
sess the program’s accountability measures to promote effective
programs and efficient use of public funds.” Currently, the State
has a set of program standards that are intended to promote effec-
tiveness and the appropriate use of funding. The State does not,
however, employ accountability measures in the form of quantified
indicators (such as test score results) to assess VPI effectiveness.
This latter point is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5 of this 
report. 

PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS FOR VPI 

The State’s eighteen program standards and expectations for VPI
have been established in statute and administratively. In addition
to those standards established by the State, in some cases locali-
ties have established additional program standards for VPI. 

State Program Expectations 

Most of the State’s standards for VPI have been established 
through either the Appropriation Act or administratively by DOE.
However, several standards are also established in the Code of Vir-
ginia. The initial statutory language establishing VPI in 1995
(Chapter 852, 1995 Acts of Assembly) did not include many specific
program standards and expectations, although it did indicate that
funds were to be used to provide at least half-day services for the 
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length of the school year, and that the services should include
“quality preschool education, health services, social services, pa-
rental involvement including activities to promote family literacy, 
and transportation.”  

The initial authorizing language also directed DOE, in cooperation
with other agencies, to “establish guidelines for quality preschool 
education and criteria for the service components, consistent with
the findings of the November 1993 study by the Board of Educa-
tion, the Department of Education, and the Council on Child Day 
Care and Early Childhood Programs.” In 2000, the General As-
sembly added a specific program standard to the authorizing lan-
guage (Section 22.1-199.1 of the Code of Virginia) which requires a 
maximum class size of 18 students for VPI classrooms with a 
maximum student-teacher ratio of 9:1.  

The remaining standards and expectations for VPI can be found in
either the Appropriation Act or have been established by DOE. In
addition to laying out specific program standards, the Appropria-
tion Act indicates that DOE should establish academic standards 
for VPI “in cooperation with the Council on Child Day Care and 
Early Childhood Programs.” However, DOE staff indicate that the
Council on Child Day Care and Early Childhood Programs is no 
longer in existence. Thus, it appears that the Appropriation Act is 
in need of update on this provision, and those VPI program stan-
dards that have been established administratively were done so 
solely by DOE. 

A key program standard established by DOE is the requirement
that programs align their curriculum with Virginia’s Foundation 
Blocks for Early Learning (the State’s guidelines for what four-
year-old children should know and be able to do when entering 
kindergarten). DOE also established standards requiring program
personnel to have appropriate professional credentials, and teach-
ers and instructional assistants to attend at least 15 clock hours 
per year of professional development.   

The most comprehensive listing of the State’s VPI program stan-
dards and expectations that have been established through the 
Code of Virginia, the Appropriation Act, and by DOE can be found 
in the VPI Certification of Participation (see Exhibit 3). This docu-
ment must be signed annually by local program administrators,
including the division superintendent, to be in compliance with the 
Appropriation Act requirement that “superintendents, or their des-
ignee, of each participating school division must certify that the
At-Risk Four-Year-Old program follows the established standards
in order to receive the funding for quality preschool education…” 
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Exhibit 3: Program Standards and Expectations for the Virginia Preschool Initiative as 
Listed in the Certification of Participation 

1. 	 The lead agency/locality will comply with all requirements of the Virginia Preschool Initiative set 
forth in the state appropriation act. 

2. 	 The lead agency/locality will provide preschool programs for at-risk four-year-olds not served by 
Head Start. Four-year-olds served will reach their fourth birthday on or before September 30th. 

3. 	 The program will include high quality preschool education, health and nutrition services, social 
services, parental involvement, and transportation. 

4. 	 The program will comply with the staffing standards required by Section 22.1-199.1C, Code of 
Virginia. The maximum class size will be 18 students. One teacher will be employed for any class 
of nine students or less. If the average daily membership in any class exceeds nine students but 
does not exceed 18, a full-time teacher’s aide will be assigned to the class. 

5. 	 The programs will align curriculum with Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for Early Learning. 
6. 	 Children will be evaluated annually in literacy and mathematics. All programs will use PALS Pre-K 

in the fall and spring and report data to the PALS office at the University of Virginia. 
7. 	 The programs will be full (6 hours) or half (3 hours) day and at least a school year (180 days). For 

a new program in the first year of implementation only, a program operating less than a full school 
year shall receive state funds on a fractional basis determined by the pro-rata portion of a school 
year program provided. 

8. 	 Program personnel will have the appropriate professional credentials for the program site. 
9. 	 The lead agency/locality will ensure that teachers and instructional assistants attend at least 15 

hours per year of professional development. 
10. The chief administrator (city manager or county administrator) in conjunction with the school su-

perintendent will identify a lead agency. 
11. The lead agency will develop a written local plan for the delivery of quality preschool services. 

The local plan will include budget, preschool education, staff development, health and social ser-
vices, parental involvement and transportation. The local plan will demonstrate coordination of re-
sources. 

12. The lead agency/locality will develop and use criteria for student eligibility for services. 
13. The lead agency/locality will maintain a steering committee to coordinate with schools, child care 

providers, local social services agency, Head Start, local health department and other groups as 
needed.  

14. The lead agency/locality will submit all reports as required by the Department of Education. 
15. No participation fees will be charged to families. 
16. The lead agency/locality will participate in site visits conducted by the Department of Education. 
17. The required local match based on the composite index of local ability-to-pay will be met. At least 

seventy-five percent of the local match will be cash, and no more than twenty-five percent will be 
in-kind. 

18. State funds will be used exclusively for educational personnel and program requirements. 

Source: Certification of Participation for 2007-08 school year, Department of Education. 

Local Program Expectations 

In addition to the standards established by the State for the VPI
program, many localities have also established standards for their 
local programs. For example, most local programs, particularly
those administered by public schools, require lead VPI teachers to
have a bachelor’s degree, annual evaluations of teachers, develop-
mental screenings of all VPI students, comparable salaries to kin-
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dergarten teachers for VPI teachers with comparable credentials, 
and benefit packages for full-time VPI teaching staff. Some locali-
ties also require assistant teachers to have a Child Development
Associate (CDA) degree and annual individualized professional de-
velopment plans for teachers. 

LOCAL PROGRAM COMPLIANCE WITH STATE REQUIREMENTS 
APPEARS TO BE HIGH 

It appears that local VPI programs are largely in compliance with 
the State’s program requirements. VPI-participating school divi-
sions must certify each year by signature of local VPI administra-
tors, including the division superintendent, that they will meet the
program requirements in the Certification of Participation. In ad-
dition, DOE periodically checks that local programs are complying 
with the State’s standards through site visits to local programs,
which include reviews of program documentation and classroom
observations. Current State funding allows two part-time DOE
consultants to conduct site visits to most local VPI programs once 
a biennium. The field consultants record the results of their site 
visits on the VPI Site Visit Instrument, which is largely a checklist 
of the standards in the VPI Certification for Participation. 

Based on completed VPI Site Visit Instruments for the 2006-2007 
and 2005-2006 school years, school divisions are largely in compli-
ance with the program standards set forth in the Certification for 
Participation. All divisions reviewed were in compliance with most
of the standards. For those few standards where there was not 100 
percent compliance, there were typically only one or two divisions
out of compliance. One area where two divisions were out of com-
pliance is aligning local curriculum to Virginia’s Foundation 
Blocks for Early Learning. However, DOE reports that efforts are 
underway within divisions to align their curriculum to the Foun-
dation Blocks, and DOE has provided technical assistance to help 
in this effort.   

EXISTING STATE REQUIREMENTS ARE LARGELY ADEQUATE 
AND GENERALLY USEFUL  

DOE staff indicate that the purpose of many of the VPI standards
listed in the Certification for Participation is to ensure that local 
VPI programs are in compliance with the requirements set forth in 
the Code of Virginia and the Appropriation Act. For purposes of 
ensuring local program compliance with the law, it appears that
the standards are largely adequate. 

Another purpose of preschool standards is to ensure preschool
quality. The extent to which school divisions report that the exist-
ing VPI program requirements are useful for this purpose appears 
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to vary. Fifty-one percent of all VPI-participating school divisions 
responding to a JLARC survey indicated that they find all 18 re-
quirements in the Certification for Participation useful for pur-
poses of ensuring quality in the VPI program. The remaining 
school divisions found only a subset of standards useful for this 
purpose. 

Table 10 indicates the percentage of school divisions responding to
the survey that found each standard in the Certification of Partici-
pation useful for ensuring VPI program quality. The standard that
the highest percentage of divisions (80 percent) report as being
important in ensuring quality is requiring that children be evalu-
ated annually in literacy and mathematics, and that all programs
use the PALS Pre-K evaluation instrument and report their data
to the PALS office at the University of Virginia.  

The next requirements cited most widely as being important are
requiring program personnel to have appropriate professional cre-
dentials (77 percent of divisions) and programs to align their cur-
riculum with Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for Early Learning (76
percent of divisions). DOE staff indicate that the requirement for
appropriate professional credentials reflects credentials that have
been established locally and, therefore, could vary among divi-
sions. For VPI programs located in public schools, all teachers
must have a BA according to the State’s teacher licensure stan-
dards. However, for VPI programs located outside of public
schools, localities determine which credentials are needed for pro-
gram personnel.  

The fourth most widely cited standard (69 percent of divisions) is 
requiring teachers and instructional assistants to attend at least 
15 clock hours of professional development.  

For the remaining 14 standards, between 51 percent and 65 per-
cent of divisions indicated them as useful in ensuring a quality 
preschool program. This is not surprising because many of the re-
maining standards deal more with complying with the budgetary
and legal requirements of the program. One exception is requiring
a maximum class of 18 students with a student-teacher ratio of 
nine to one. Early childhood experts cite widespread agreement 
that limited class sizes and student-teacher ratios are correlated 
with higher program quality. One reason why more of Virginia’s 
school divisions did not indicate this requirement as important is 
that prior to 2000, the maximum class size for VPI classrooms was 
16 and the student-teacher ratio was eight to one. Some divisions 
have indicated that the prior standard did more to promote qual-
ity. 
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Table 10: Importance of Existing VPI Requirements in Ensuring Preschool 
Program Quality 

Percent of School 
Divisions Indicating 
Item Is Important to 

Item Potential Significance/Purpose Help Ensure Quality 
Children are evaluated annually in literacy Ensures that certain short-term program 
& mathematics; all programs use PALS outcome measures are tracked. 
Pre-K & report data to University of Virginia. 
(6) 

80% 

Program personnel have appropriate pro-
fessional credentials. (8) 

Ensures teaching staff have credentials 
stipulated by school division.  

77 

76 

65 

tation. (3) 
Maximum class size is 18 students with 
student-teacher ratio of 9 to 1. (4) 

Ensures compliance with the law & lim-
its class size and student-teacher ratios. 

59 

Lead agency provides programs for at-risk Ensures compliance with the law & chil- 57 

57 

55 

(11) 
Lead agency develops & uses student eli-
gibility criteria. (12)  

Ensures compliance with the law & defi-
nition for at-risk children. 

55 

55 

53 

52 
requirements met. (1) 
Lead agency maintains a steering commit-
tee to coordinate with early childhood 
agencies. (13) 

Ensures compliance with the law & co-
ordination of services among early 
childhood agencies. 

52 

52 

52 

52 

51 

Programs align curriculum with Virginia’s 
Foundation Blocks for Early Learning. 
Lead agency ensures teachers & instruc-
tional assistants attend at least 15 clock 
hours of professional development. (9) 

(5) 

Program includes high quality preschool 
education, health & nutrition services, social 
services, parental involvement, & transpor-

4-year-olds not served by Head Start. Chil-
dren reach 4th birthday by Sept. 30.(2) 
Program is full (6 hours) or half (3 hours) 
day at least school year. New programs 
operating less than a full school year re-
ceive pro-rated funds. (7) 
Lead agency develops a written local plan 
for delivery of quality preschool services. 

No participation fees charged to families. 
(16) 

Required local match based on the com-
posite index. At least 75% of local match 
will be cash. (17) 
Lead agency ensures Appropriation Act 

Lead agency submits reports required by 
DOE. (14) 
Lead agency participates in site visits con-
ducted by DOE. (15) 
State funds used exclusively for VPI pro-
gram. (18) 

Ensures statewide early learning stan-
dards are met. 
Ensures teaching staff receive regular 
professional development. 

69 

Ensures compliance with the law & chil-
dren receive comprehensive services. 

dren are served in year preceding kin-
dergarten. 

Ensures compliance with the law, length 
of program day, and allocation of funds. 

Ensures compliance with the law & plan 
developed for preschool services. 

Ensures no financial barriers to chil-
dren’s participation. 
Ensures compliance with the law & es-
tablishes requirements for local financial 

support. 

Ensure compliance with the law.  


Ensures compliance with the law & co-


Allows assessments of program quality. 
operation from programs. 


Ensures State funds are used for pur-
pose provided. 

Ensures lead agency is identified to co-
ordinate program & liaison with state. 


Chief administrator in conjunction with the 
superintendent identify a lead agency. (10)  

Source: Virginia Preschool Initiative Certification of Participation, JLARC staff analysis, and school division surveys. 
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OTHER “STRUCTURAL STANDARDS” COULD BE                     
EMPLOYED BY VPI TO PROMOTE HIGH QUALITY 

The types of standards included in the VPI Certification of Partici-
pation are typically referred to as “structural standards” by early
childhood education experts. Structural or “proxy” measures are 
easily identified and can be objectively measured—for example a 
maximum class size requirement. Structural standards are in con-
trast to “process” measures, such as teacher interactions with chil-
dren, which are largely assessed through classroom observations. 

Research findings differ on the extent to which structural stan-
dards are linked to program quality, and states vary in their use of 
these measures. Nevertheless, such standards may have a role in
helping to establish a framework for a baseline level of quality. 
The VPI program already meets many of the structural standards 
advocated by early childhood organizations. However, it may be
worthwhile considering how and whether to incorporate additional
select standards into the VPI program and whether such stan-
dards could be addressed through Virginia’s Star Quality Initia-
tive. In addition, the mandate for this study requires JLARC to 
“evaluate the additional costs, if any, of aligning components of the
Virginia Preschool Initiative with the Quality Standards checklist 
recommended by the National Institute for Early Education Re-
search.” 

Usefulness of Structural Standards in 
Ensuring Preschool Quality Varies 

Evidence on the usefulness of structural standards in ensuring 
preschool program quality varies. While some researchers have 
demonstrated links between certain standards and preschool qual-
ity, others have disputed these results. In other cases, there may 
be general agreement that certain standards are generally linked
to quality, but research has yet to pinpoint what those standards
should be. Similarly, states vary in the extent to which they rely
on structural standards to maintain program quality. Nonetheless, 
there may still be a role for structural standards in attempting to
establish a minimum threshold of quality for preschool programs. 

One of the most widely discussed structural standards is teacher 
qualifications—in particular, whether to require lead preschool 
teachers to have a bachelor’s degree. While some researchers have 
reported significant correlations between high program quality
and lead teachers holding a bachelor’s degree, other researchers 
have found that no, or only weak, correlations exists. Still others
assert that requiring an associate’s degree results in improved 
program quality, but requiring a bachelor’s degree does not lead to
further increases in quality.  
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States also vary in the extent to which they require lead teachers
to hold bachelor’s degrees. Data collected by the National Institute 
of Early Education Research (NIEER) shows that most states (28
of the 38 providing state-supported preschool) either currently 
have this requirement or are in the process of phasing it in. Other 
states may not require a bachelor’s degree, but financially reward 
programs that employ such teachers. Virginia neither requires 
lead teachers to hold a bachelor’s degree nor provides financial in-
centive to employ teachers with bachelor’s degrees, though 98 per-
cent of lead teachers in the VPI program hold this qualification in
FY 2008. 

Controversy also exists over other structural requirements related 
to teacher characteristics, such as the impact of teacher salaries on 
program quality. One of the difficulties in assessing the impact of 
teacher characteristics is that it is often difficult to disentangle the 
effects of characteristics like teacher qualification, training in
early childhood, and salary levels. For example, more highly edu-
cated teachers are more likely to have received training in early 
childhood and to have higher salaries, though many researchers 
indicate that training in early childhood education, regardless of
whether a degree is held, results in higher quality programs. 

With respect to other types of structural standards, there appears 
to be more of a consensus that some are linked to quality, but thus
far research has not been able to identify the specific standard that
would be ideal. For example, most early childhood experts agree
and research shows that smaller class sizes and lower teacher-
student ratios are preferable. Many experts and state programs
cite the maximum class size of 20 students and teacher-student ra-
tio of no more than 1 to 10 advocated by the National Association 
for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). Virginia school di-
visions surveyed for this study were divided on the adequacy of the
18 to one maximum class size that is used for VPI, with 41 finding 
it an appropriate maximum and 40 considering it too high. Among 
those considering it too high, 25 thought the maximum should be
16 to one, and ten said it should be 15 to one. However, research 
has yet to reveal the specific threshold level for classroom size or 
teacher-student ratio that is most desirable. Some experts feel that 
a class size over 20 yields less desirable outcomes, but the class 
size that is “ideal” is not clear. The maximum class size that is 
reasonable or the class size that seems ideal may also vary with
the abilities of the teacher and the composition of the class. A 
classroom of at-risk students in which there are several special 
needs children or children from limited English proficiency fami-
lies might need to be smaller than a classroom without these
added instructional challenges. 
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Structural standards 
may help establish a 
minimum level of 
quality across a wide 
range of provider 
types in a mixed de-
livery model. 

Another area of widespread agreement is that increased profes-
sional development for teachers leads to improvements in class-
room quality. However, here again the research has not consis-
tently identified and replicated the amount of professional
development that leads to improved quality. The most commonly 
discussed benchmark, which is advocated by NIEER, is 15 hours of 
in-service training per year for preschool teachers. This appears to 
be based on the 1989 final report of the National Child Care Staff-
ing Study, which found that teachers with 15 hours or more of in-
service training engaged in more appropriate caregiving than
teachers with less than 15 hours. However, many early childhood 
experts indicate that 15 hours of professional development is much 
too low a threshold, though a specific higher threshold level has
not been identified.  

In general, many early childhood education experts agree that
process-oriented standards, such as teacher interactions with stu-
dents and whether the classroom embodies a positive climate, are 
a better way to gauge preschool program quality than using struc-
tural measures. However, as discussed in Chapter 4, measuring
process standards is labor intensive and therefore can be expen-
sive. Consequently, structural standards may be useful for estab-
lishing a minimum or baseline level of program quality. The chal-
lenge is determining which structural standards are useful; there
is also a risk that some standards, such as those related to teacher 
characteristics, may exclude very good teachers that do not meet a
particular benchmark. 

A further consideration is that the need for structural standards 
may depend on the delivery system for a state-supported preschool
program. The need may be less when preschool programs are de-
livered primarily through the public school system due to the stan-
dards already in place for public schools. However, if preschool is 
administered through a mixed delivery model that relies heavily 
on private providers, as is being considered for the Governor’s pro-
posed expansion of the VPI program, structural standards may 
help to establish a minimum level of quality across a wide range of 
provider types. 

VPI Meets Many but Not All of the NIEER Quality Standards and 
NAEYC Accreditation Criteria 

Two of the most widely referenced sets of standards for ensuring 
quality preschool have been developed by NIEER and NAEYC. 
NIEER was established at Rutgers University’s graduate School of 
Education with a grant from The Pew Charitable Trusts and is
part of the Trusts’ seven- to ten-year grant-making strategy to en-
sure universal, voluntary access to high-quality early education for 
three- and four-year old children. NAEYC was founded in 1926 
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and is dedicated to improving the well-being of young children, 
with particular focus on the quality of educational and develop-
ment services for children from birth through age eight. The
NIEER standards are specific to preschool programs, while 
NAEYC has developed standards that cover infant programs 
through kindergarten. 

The VPI program appears to meet many of the standards advo-
cated by these organizations. There are a few notable standards
that remain unmet at the State program level. However, in some 
cases, most local VPI programs are meeting these standards even 
though they are not required to do so by the State. 

NIEER Quality Standards. The NIEER National Quality Standards
Checklist, which is included in NIEER’s annual State Preschool 
Yearbook, specifies ten benchmarks for state standards relating to
preschool program quality (Exhibit 4). NIEER indicates that the 
checklist is not meant to include all the features of a high quality 
program, but rather a minimum set of criteria needed to ensure ef-
fective pre-kindergarten programs. As stated by NIEER, “These 
benchmarks may be viewed as necessary, though not entirely suf-
ficient, conditions for highly effective preschool education.” As with 
structural standards generally, the NIEER checklist focuses pri-
marily on the policy requirements for state pre-kindergarten pro-
grams rather than the implementation of these policies. 

The NIEER Quality Standards Checklist covers preschool educa-
tional standards, teacher credential and training requirements, 
class size and staff-child ratios, comprehensive services and meal 
requirements, and monitoring requirements. With regard to edu-
cational standards, NIEER recommends that early learning stan-
dards should be comprehensive in covering the range of areas es-
sential to children’s learning and development. Specifically, 
NIEER indicates that early learning standards should cover all ar-
eas identified by the National Education Goals Panel, which are
children’s physical well-being and motor development, so-
cial/emotional development, approaches toward learning, language
development, and cognition and general knowledge.  

NAEYC Accreditation Criteria. The NAEYC Early Childhood Pro-
gram Standards and Accreditation Criteria also include structural
quality measures for assessing early childhood programs, although 
they go further in addressing process-oriented aspects of child care
and early learning. All early childhood programs seeking NAEYC 
accreditation must meet the NAEYC Early Childhood Program
Standards and Accreditation Criteria. Whereas the NIEER quality 
checklist is specific to preschool, the NAEYC criteria cover pro-
grams serving infants through kindergarten, though the standards
indicate to which child care or early education level they pertain. 
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 VPI meets seven of 

the ten NIEER bench-
marks. 

Exhibit 4: The National Institute for Early Education Research 
(NIEER) Quality Standards Checklist 
•	 Comprehensive early learning standards 
•	 Teacher degree – BA 
•	 Specialized training in pre-K 
•	 Assistant teacher degree-Child Development Associate (CDA) or equiva-

lent 
•	 Teacher in-service of at least 15 hours/year 
•	 Maximum class size of 20 or lower 
•	 Staff-child ratio of 1:10 or better 
•	 Required vision, hearing, and health screenings; at least 1 parental sup-

port service 
•	 At least 1 meal provided/day 
•	 Site visits required 

Source: NIEER, The State of Preschool 2006. 

The NAEYC Accreditation Criteria are organized around ten stan-
dards for early childhood programs: relationships; curriculum;
teaching; assessment of child progress; health; teachers; families; 
community relationships; physical environment; and leadership 
and management. Within each of the ten standards are topic areas 
with associated criteria that further define the meaning of quality 
in each area. 

The NAEYC Accreditation Criteria are much more numerous and 
comprehensive than the NIEER Quality Standards Checklist.
While the NIEER checklist consists of ten structural quality stan-
dards for preschool programs, the NAEYC Accreditation Criteria 
include more than 360 criteria addressing preschool quality. There
is a large degree of overlap between the NIEER standards and the
NAEYC Accreditation Criteria. However, the NAEYC criteria also 
cover more process-oriented measures of quality. For example, 
teacher-student interactions and approaches to teaching are ad-
dressed under the NAEYC Relationships and Teaching standards.
In addition, the NAEYC standards explicitly address assessments
of child progress, programs’ community relationships, physical en-
vironment, and leadership and management. 

Comparison of VPI to NIEER and NAEYC Standards. Virginia’s VPI
program meets many of the standards identified by NIEER and
NAEYC to ensure a quality preschool program. Based on the 2005-
2006 school year, VPI met seven of the ten benchmarks on the
NIEER Quality Standards Checklist (Table 11). This is slightly 
higher than the median number of 6.5 benchmarks met across all 
state preschool programs. (Twelve states do not have state-funded 
preschool programs.) Only two states—Alabama and North Caro-
lina—had programs that met all ten NIEER benchmarks for the 
2005-06 school year. 
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As indicated previously, there are more than 360 NAEYC criteria
related to preschool program quality. While some standards are
similar and related to the NIEER Quality Standards, others iden-
tify very specific criteria, such as when hand washing should take 
place. Table 11 does not attempt to compare VPI to all NAEYC cri-
teria. Instead, the table identifies several standards based on 
NAEYC criteria that are not included in the NIEER benchmarks, 
but have been identified in the literature, by early childhood edu-
cation experts, or by other states as positively related to program
quality. These are requiring annual individualized professional 
development plans for teachers, annual teacher evaluations, child
assessments, and developmental screenings for children. VPI ap-
pears to meet two of the four standards listed in the table that are
based on the select NAEYC criteria. 

Table 11 shows that the three NIEER benchmarks that VPI did 
not meet for the 2005-06 school year are requiring comprehensive 
early learning standards, requiring lead teachers to have a BA, 
and requiring assistant teachers to have a CDA or equivalent. 
DOE staff indicate that they expect VPI will meet the comprehen-
sive early learning standards benchmark for the 2007-08 school
year, which will allow VPI to meet eight of the ten NIEER bench-
marks, but unless there is a change in State law, the teacher cre-
dential benchmarks will remain unmet.  

VPI has not previously met the comprehensive early learning
standards benchmark because prior to 2007 the Virginia’s Founda-
tion Blocks for Early Learning, the State’s learning standards for 
four-year-olds, did not include standards for physical and motor 
development or personal and social development. NIEER requires 
that these areas be covered for early learning standards to be con-
sidered comprehensive. As of 2007, the Foundation Blocks include 
physical and motor development standards, as well as personal 
and social development standards. As indicated previously, DOE
requires through the VPI Certification of Participation that local 
VPI programs align their curriculum with the Foundation Blocks. 
Information collected through site visits by DOE to local VPI pro-
grams during the 2005-06 and 2006-07 school years shows that
nearly all local VPI programs met this requirement. Only two
school divisions were identified as having not aligned their curricu-
lum to the Foundation Blocks, and several had efforts underway to
meet the requirement this year. Assuming that divisions will con-
tinue efforts to align their local curriculum with the revised Foun-
dation Blocks, it appears VPI will be given credit for meeting 
NIEER’s comprehensive early learning standards benchmark in 
the near future. 
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98 percent of lead VPI 
teachers hold a 
bachelor’s degree. 

Table 11: Comparison of VPI to Selected Quality Standards 
Advocated by Early Childhood Organizations 

Selected Standards  Met by VPI?
 

Comprehensive early learning standards No 
NIEER Quality Standards Checklista
 

Specialized training in pre-k Yes
Teacher degree – BA  No 

Assistant teacher degree – Child Development As-


Teacher in-service of at least 15 hours/year Yes
sociate (CDA) or equivalent No 


Maximum class size of 20 or lower Yes 

Staff-child ratio of 1:10 or better Yes 
Required vision, hearing, and health screenings; at 


At least 1 meal provided/day Yes
least 1 parental support service Yes 


Site visits required Yes 

Structural Standards Based on Selected NAEYC 
Accreditation Criteriab 

Annual individualized professional development 

plans for teachers 


Program plan for child assessments Yes
Teaching staff evaluated at least annually No 


Children receive developmental screenings No 

Yes 

aComparisons to VPI reflect the 2005-06 school year. 
bComparisons to VPI reflect the 2006-07 school year.  

Source: The State of Preschool 2006, NAEYC Accreditation Criteria, DOE Certification of Par-
ticipation. 

The two other NIEER benchmarks that are not met by VPI are re-
quiring lead teachers to hold a BA and requiring assistant teach-
ers to hold a CDA or equivalent. DOE staff indicate Virginia is not 
able to meet these benchmarks because lead teachers at programs
located outside of public schools and assistant teachers are not re-
quired by statute to hold these credentials. (Preschool teachers at 
VPI programs located in public schools must hold a BA according
to the State’s teacher licensure standards.) In practice, the vast
majority of VPI teachers (98 percent in FY 2008) hold a bachelor’s
degree. A smaller proportion (40 percent in FY 2008) of assistant 
teachers hold a CDA or higher credential. However, unless or until
Virginia requires these credentials of teachers and assistant 
teachers, VPI will not be able to meet either of these benchmarks 
in the NIEER Quality Standards Checklist.  

Regarding the standards related to the NAEYC criteria on Table 
11, VPI meets two of the four standards. The standards that are 
currently unmet are requiring teaching staff to be evaluated at
least annually and requiring developmental screenings for chil-
dren. However, even though these standards are not required by 
the VPI program, many school divisions already implement them 
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at the local level. Of those school divisions with VPI programs re-
sponding to a JLARC survey, 93 percent require annual evalua-
tions of teaching staff, and 77 percent require developmental 
screenings of children. 

As indicated previously, the NAEYC standards also include crite-
ria that cover more process-oriented measures, such as teacher in-
teraction with students. Process standards as a means to assess 
and ensure preschool quality are discussed Chapter 4.  

Addressing Additional Structural Standards May 
Be Helpful in Ensuring VPI Quality 

Even though evidence linking several of the NIEER and NAEYC
standards to program quality is not conclusive, there are still rea-
sons why the State may want to consider incorporating them into 
the VPI program. Adopting or encouraging these standards or pro-
viding incentives for reaching them could help improve the quality
of preschool classes in the current VPI program if divisions have 
not adopted them already. Moreover, these additional standards
may become more important if Virginia expands the VPI program,
particularly through the use of private or non-profit child care pro-
grams where there may be a greater range in the quality of these
programs. Regardless of the standards that are adopted for the
program, there needs to be periodic review of standards as the re-
search in this area continues to progress. In addition, the most ef-
fective and informative way to achieve program quality may be to
incorporate standards, where appropriate, into Virginia’s Star
Quality Initiative 

Encourage Bachelor’s Degrees for Lead Teachers. Even though
there is not a consensus that requiring lead teachers to have 
bachelor’s degrees results in higher quality preschool programs, 
NIEER reports that the majority of states have this requirement 
for their state-supported preschool program. Also, even among 
early childhood experts that have found only a weak link between
lead teachers having a bachelor’s degree and preschool program 
quality, some concede that teachers with bachelor’s degrees may be 
more open to engaging in academic endeavors and supporting pro-
fessional development efforts. In addition, over half of Virginia’s 
school divisions providing VPI report that requiring lead preschool
teachers to have a bachelor’s degree helps ensure quality and 
nearly all Virginia school divisions have this requirement for their
VPI lead teachers. 

Therefore, although the evidence is not conclusive, there may be 
benefits to promoting this standard in some form for the VPI pro-
gram. Given that the vast majority of VPI teachers currently hold 
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this credential, the most cost effective and least restrictive ap-
proach may be to encourage new VPI teachers to hold a bachelor’s
degree as of a particular year or to require programs to have a
specified proportion of teachers with bachelor’s degrees in order to 
receive a particular quality rating (discussed below under quality
rating and improvement systems). Also, as will be discussed in 
Chapter 8, the State could offer a financial incentive by providing 
a higher per-pupil amount for divisions that meet this standard. 

Incentives for Assistant Teachers to Obtain CDAs. In contrast to 
the relatively large body of research on the issue of bachelor’s de-
grees for lead teachers, there has been comparatively less research
on the issue of whether requiring CDAs for assistant teachers 
leads to improved preschool classroom quality. This standard is 
also required less frequently by state-supported preschool pro-
grams. According to NIEER, only nine of 38 states with state-
supported preschool programs require at least a CDA or equivalent
for assistant teachers. Of Virginia’s school divisions offering VPI, 
about half indicated that requiring a CDA for assistant teachers is 
related to quality, though slightly less than one-third of divisions 
have this requirement locally. However, most divisions that do not 
require CDAs for their assistants indicated that they still feel their
assistants are highly trained. 

One concern raised by early childhood experts regarding this stan-
dard is with respect to areas where there is a high proportion of 
limited English proficiency (LEP) students. Experts indicate that
in these areas, preschools often employ assistant teachers from the
community who are fluent in the children’s first language. This
can be important for the success of LEP students in the program.
However, such assistant teachers may not have the financial re-
sources and/or the language skills to obtain a CDA. Also, a local 
VPI program with a high proportion of LEP students indicated
that requiring a CDA could further restrict an already small pool 
of assistant teacher applicants. These concerns were also voiced 
more generally by many divisions in relation to requiring a CDA,
and nearly 70 percent of divisions that do not currently require a
CDA indicated it would be problematic to do so.  

Requiring all current VPI assistant teachers to have a CDA would 
be a time consuming and potentially expensive process. To success-
fully meet this standard would likely require additional State fi-
nancial support. Requiring new teachers to have this credential
would be less costly, but it may also exclude teachers with certain
skills, such as second language skills, that are very important for 
certain students. Therefore, rather than requiring a CDA of all as-
sistant teachers, the State may want to increase funds available 
for current scholarship programs administered through the De-
partment of Social Services designed to aid  assistant teachers in 
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obtaining this credential. The State could also provide a financial 
incentive in the form of enhanced per-pupil amounts for divisions
that employ assistant teachers with CDAs. This may also be nec-
essary because assistant teachers with CDAs may command 
higher salaries. 

Require Annual Evaluations of Teachers. Annual evaluations of all 
teachers are consistent with efforts to improve professional devel-
opment, and the results of such assessments could be used to sup-
plement training and inform professional development options. 
Several early education experts have voiced support for this stan-
dard. Though only approximately half of school divisions with VPI 
programs indicated that this standard is useful in ensuring qual-
ity, as mentioned previously, the vast majority already have this
standard locally. Because this standard can be a tool to maximize
professional development efforts and would not be costly to imple-
ment, the General Assembly may want to consider adding it to the
list of VPI requirements.  

Related to this, the State may want to establish a separate stan-
dard requiring individual professional development plans for all 
teachers. As indicated previously, VPI meets the NAEYC-based
standard of requiring annual professional development plans. 
However, this requirement is currently embedded within several 
other requirements in the VPI Certification of Participation. Given 
the undisputed importance of professional development, the State
may want to establish a separate standard to highlight this issue. 

Require Developmental Assessments for All Children. Given that 
the children served by many state-supported preschool programs
are designated as at risk, some early childhood experts and states 
have indicated that it is prudent for all children to receive devel-
opmental screenings upon entering the program. Approximately 
half of Virginia’s school divisions with VPI programs indicated that
developmental screenings are helpful in ensuring program quality, 
although 77 percent currently incorporate this standard into their 
local guidelines. Developmental screens test not only children’s
knowledge and academic skills, but also other aspects of child de-
velopment such as social/emotional skills, language skills, and fine 
and gross motor skills. 

To ensure that students in the VPI program do not have additional 
factors other than being at risk that may hinder their ability to 
prepare for and be successful in kindergarten, the General Assem-
bly may want to consider requiring that all children in the VPI
program receive developmental screens. Such screens can be ad-
ministered by local program personnel at a relatively low cost. 
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Quality Rating and Improvement System Approach to Achieving 
Program Accountability. An alternative approach to achieving pre-
school program quality rather than adopting additional standards
is through a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS).
QRIS is a method to assess, improve, and communicate the level of
quality in child care and early education settings. In these sys-
tems, early care and education programs are voluntarily assessed
and given a rating indicating their level of quality. The quality 
levels are largely based on research showing which aspects of qual-
ity yield positive outcomes for children. States typically have three 
to five levels of quality, which translate into a number of stars.
The star ratings are well publicized as a consumer guide and 
posted in each early childhood program. Quality rating systems
not only define standards for early childhood education and create
a framework for accountability, but also establish a network of 
support and outreach for programs and practitioners, provide in-
centives linked to achieving and maintaining the quality stan-
dards, and improve the information available to parents.  

The concept of QRIS is supported by many early childhood experts 
and continues to be embraced by many states. Thirteen states and 
the District of Columbia have launched quality rating systems. In
2007, an additional four states were considering legislation to im-
plement a statewide QRIS. More than 30 states are also in the 
process of exploring or designing a QRIS. 

Virginia is currently in the process of piloting its own quality rat-
ing system called the Star Quality Initiative. The Star Quality Ini-
tiative, which will be piloted in FYs 2008 and 2009, is envisioned
for both VPI preschool programs and early childcare programs gen-
erally. The Star Quality Initiative is a voluntary program which
will use licensing as a foundation and sets a continuum of clearly 
defined Star levels of increasing quality. 

The five standards proposed in the Star Quality program are edu-
cation, qualifications and training; interactions; staff to child ratio 
and group size; learning environment and instructional practices; 
and partnering with families and communities. These standards 
all have indicators that must be achieved for each Star rating. Be-
cause the Star Quality Initiative is still a pilot program, the stan-
dards and the elements within the standards are still in draft 
status. 

Incorporating Additional Standards Through the Star Quality Initia-
tive May be Preferable. There are several reasons why using a 
QRIS approach may be preferable to simply establishing addi-
tional standards for VPI, particularly if the State is to expand the 
VPI program. First, QRIS ratings are public, which would provide
parents additional information about preschool programs and, as a 

Chapter 3: Assessment of VPI Program Requirements 55 



 

 
 

 

 

result, put pressure on programs to improve quality. QRIS also 
provides more information about the quality of programs. Rather 
than just indicating whether a program meets a particular stan-
dard, information is provided on where a program is located on the 
continuum of meeting the standard. Further, Virginia’s Star Qual-
ity Initiative includes components designed to support the pro-
gram, such as program administration, raters to observe and rate 
programs, mentors to provide technical assistance for programs, 
and resources and financial incentives for programs.      

For these reasons, rather than simply adopting additional program
standards for VPI, the State could consider extending the Star
Quality Initiative. There has not been a determination as to which 
of the Star levels would be required for VPI programs. However,
required STAR levels could be aligned with existing VPI standards
and the various industry standards discussed above. QRIS may 
not necessarily replace the need for program standards, and some 
program standards may not be appropriate for inclusion in the 
Star Quality Initiative. However, QRIS would be a way to provide
more detailed information about program quality for both parents 
and providers, and to provide an incentive to programs in achiev-
ing higher standards. 
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The Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) classrooms observed during the study pro-
vide a positive environment for student learning and development of social skills.
Most class schedules and observed classes also evidence a balance between inten-
tional instruction and developmental play. An observational scoring system was
used that focuses on the quality of interactions among teachers and students; scores
for these interactions varied across classrooms, ranging mostly from medium to high
quality. The difference between medium quality and high quality was sometimes
striking, however. Within the subset of school divisions visited, some significant dif-
ferences in mean scores were found based on the type of instruction, number of VPI
classrooms in the locality, locality wealth, and time during the school year when the
classroom was observed. Generally, the classrooms visited scored somewhat higher
than a sample of Virginia preschool classrooms that were assessed in a previous
study. In light of some of the strengths and weaknesses that were seen through the
observation process, seven strategies were identified that could potentially increase
consistency in the quality of VPI preschool classes. 

A criticism of many states and localities regarding their pre-K ef-
forts is that they have only sought to measure program quality in
terms of structural standards, which are easily identified and can be 
objectively measured (see Chapter 3). While these standards may be
useful in promoting or helping to foster a quality classroom envi-
ronment by ensuring that certain minimum conditions are met, the
standards in and of themselves do not guarantee quality. 

To gain a better picture of quality, classroom observations are con-
sidered critical, as noted by an article in Education Next: 

The evidence is quite clear that it is the teacher’s implemen-
tation of a curriculum, through both social and instructional 
interactions with children, that produces effects on student
learning. Classroom observations thus provide the most valid 
information on the educational experiences of young children. 

A problem with using the classroom observation method is that the
method is a time-intensive means of assessing quality, particularly
for a statewide program such as VPI. For this study, however,
JLARC staff were able to observe 31 classes in 24 schools in 12 lo-
calities in which the lead agency for the VPI program was a school
division, and two classrooms in two different schools in another lo-
cality in which the lead agency for VPI is a private provider that 
contracts with the school division. At least one locality from each of 
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eight education regions in the State was selected to provide geo-
graphic coverage (Figure 5). Localities were selected to provide a mix
of urban, suburban, and rural settings with varying degrees of 
wealth and some socio-economic differences. A more complete de-
scription of the selection approach is described in Appendix B. All 
school divisions which were asked agreed to having their classrooms
observed by JLARC staff. 

Figure 5: VPI Classrooms Were Observed in 13 Localities 

Source: JLARC staff graphic. 

Lancaster Co. 

Henrico Co. 

Smyth Co. 

Roanoke Co. 

Brunswick Greensville 

Norfolk 
Virginia Beach 

Portsmouth 

Arlington 

Clarke Co. 

Rockbridge Co. 
Harrisonburg 

Co. Co. 

OBSERVATION SCORES WERE TYPICALLY IN THE 
MEDIUM TO HIGH QUALITY RANGE 

To assess preschool quality in the classrooms, JLARC staff received
training in the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) and 
were rated as reliable raters using that system. CLASS is an in-
strument that can be used to systematically rate classroom quality 
based on classroom observations. A manual for using CLASS indi-
cates the system was “designed to create a common metric and vo-
cabulary that could be used to describe various aspects of quality.” 
Four broad areas or domains are identified in CLASS, with 11 fac-
tors in those domains for which scoring scales are completed on the
CLASS instrument (Table 12). 

The score for each factor ranges from 1 to 7. For all factors except
“negative climate,” scores of 1 and 2 are considered low quality,
scores of 3 to 5 are mid-range quality, and scores of 6 and 7 are high
quality. (For negative climate, scores of 1 and 2 are best, scores of 3
to 5 are mid-range, and scores of 6 and 7 are low quality). 
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Table 12: Overview of Factors in the CLASS Framework for Assessing Children’s 
Learning Environment 

Factors	 Description 

nection between teachers and students.” The dimension consid-

DOMAIN 1: EMOTIONAL SUPPORT 

Positive Climate Reflects the “overall emotional tone of the classroom and the con-

ers the warmth and respect in interactions, and the degree of en-
joyment and enthusiasm displayed. 

Negative Climate 	 Reflects the “overall level of expressed negativity in the class-
room”, both teacher negativity (anger, sarcasm, irritability) and 
peer negativity (arguing, aggression, bullying). 

Teacher Sensitivity	 Assesses the responsiveness of the teacher to students. “The 
highly sensitive teacher… creates an environment in which stu-
dents feel safe and free to explore and learn.” 

Regard for Student Perspectives 	 Reflects the degree to which interactions and activities are re-
sponsive to “students’ interests, motivations, and points of view, 
rather than being very teacher driven.” There is teacher flexibility 
in activities, with some student autonomy in activity initiation. 

DOMAIN 2: CLASSROOM ORGANIZATION 
Reflects the “teachers’ ability to use effective methods to prevent Behavior Management 
and redirect misbehavior by presenting clear behavioral expecta-
tions and minimizing time spent on behavioral issues.” 

Productivity	 Reflects teacher efficiency; “considers how well teachers manage 
instructional time and routines so that students have the maxi-
mum number of opportunities to learn.” 

Instructional Learning Formats 	 Reflects degree to which teachers maximize learning “by provid-
ing interesting activities, instruction, centers, and materials.” 

DOMAIN 3: INSTRUCTIONAL SUPPORT 
Reflects “the degree to which instructional discussions and activi-Concept Development 
ties promote students’ higher order thinking skills rather than fo-
cusing on rote and fact-based learning.” 

Quality of Feedback	 Addresses whether feedback from teachers to the students is “fo-
cused on expanding learning and understanding…” 

Language Modeling 	 Address “the quality and amount of teachers’ use of language 
stimulation and language-facilitation techniques during individual, 
small-group, and large-group interactions with children. 

DOMAIN 4: STUDENT OUTCOMES 
Reflects “the degree to which all students in the class are focused Student Engagement 
and participating” in the classroom’s learning activity. 

Sources: CLASS (Classroom Assessment Scoring System) Manual, Preschool (Pre-K) Version, and Pianta and others, School Readiness 
& the Transition to Kindergarten in the Era of Accountability. 

The premise of CLASS is that classroom quality is largely a function
of the teacher and student interactions in the classroom. As the 
CLASS pre-K manual explains, 

The CLASS dimensions are based on interactions among 
teachers and students in classrooms; scoring for any dimen-
sion is not determined by the presence of materials, the 
physical environment or safety, or the adoption of a specific 
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curriculum. This distinction between observed interactions 
and physical materials or reported use of curriculum is im-
portant because in most early elementary settings, materials 
and curriculum are usually prevalent and fairly well organ-
ized. In the CLASS, the focus is on what teachers do with the 
materials they have and in the interactions they have with
students. 

Additional detail about the theoretical and empirical basis for
CLASS is contained in School Readiness & the Transition to Kinder-
garten in the Era of Accountability (Hamre and Pianta, pages 57 to
77). 

JLARC staff observed preschool classes in approximately 20 minute 
increments. Once an observational increment or period was done, 
staff scored the quality of that class time by completing the CLASS
instrument. After scoring the increment, the process was repeated
for additional 20-minute increments of class time. In almost all 
cases, there were two members of the study team in the classroom 
making the observations. During times that classrooms used small 
group and center time formats, staff members were generally fo-
cused on observing activity in different parts of the classroom. 

The product from the observations was 167 completed observation
sheets, or an average of five sheets per class, with a range from two
to ten. Classrooms were observed to the extent feasible within daily
schedule constraints and the objective of observing at least two
classrooms per division per day in different schools if possible. The 
observation scores reflect what JLARC staff saw, and are not in-
tended to be a statistical representation of all VPI classrooms or
teachers across the state. 

Results for Domain 1–Emotional Support 

The emotional support domain consists of three indicators for which 
a high score reflects high-level performance—positive climate,
teacher sensitivity, and regard for student perspectives. For the 
purposes of describing study results, scores in these three categories 
were combined into a category called “positive support.” As can be
seen in Figure 6, the classrooms visited by JLARC staff scored well 
on “positive support.” Most observation ratings for the classrooms 
fell between 5 and 6, or the upper end of mid-level quality and the 
lower end of high quality. The mean score was 4.83. 

The emotional support domain also includes a “negative climate” 
dimension for which high quality is a low score. Most classroom ob-
servation ratings for the VPI classrooms were 1, the best possible
score, reflecting an absence of negative interactions.  
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Figure 6: Classrooms Visited Scored Well on Emotional Support 
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CLASS Score: Negative Climate 

Note: Positive Support includes the following dimensions: Positive Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, 
and Regard for Student Perspectives. 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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In observed classrooms characterized by upper-middle and high 
quality emotional support, a warm bond between the teacher and 
the students is apparent. Teachers seem to enjoy being with the
children. Sometimes they get down on the floor to get closer to the 
students. Smiles and laughter in the classroom are present. The
teacher is available as a secure base of support. Children may hug 
teachers or sit in the teacher’s lap. The students also seem to enjoy 
each other. Although disputes may occasionally break out (“He/she
knocked down my tower [of blocks]”), behavior issues are few. When
not overly disruptive, children are encouraged to be enthusiastic and 
excited and express themselves. Teachers are sensitive to the need of 
children to move about periodically and make some noise. Teachers
participate in activities which allow the children and the teachers to
be “silly” for a while. 
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With regard to the negative climate rating, while the great majority
of observation ratings were the best score (1), some classrooms
scored above a 1. None of the classrooms visited had a negative cli-
mate in the sense that children were mistreated or screamed at. 
However, there were some classrooms in which the interactions be-
tween the teacher and the children did not indicate much closeness 
and neither the teacher nor the children appeared to enjoy being 
present at the moment. In such classes, the teacher seemed to define 
their role as keeping the classroom fully in order and children quiet, 
and became irritated with relatively little provocation. 

Results for Domain 2–Classroom Organization Categories 

The concept of “classroom organization” loosely holds together items 
which relate to how teachers organize and manage the behavior of 
students, the time that is available (productivity), and the provision 
of interesting activities to hold the attention of students. The princi-
ple behind this domain is that “classrooms function best, and provide
the most opportunities to learn, when students are well behaved,
consistently have things to do, and are interested and engaged in 
learning tasks” (Hamre and Pianta, 2007). 

As indicated by Figure 7, VPI classrooms scored very well on these 
dimensions, with most ratings between a 5 and a 6. The mean score 
across the three dimensions was a 5.40; in the dimensions individu-
ally, the means were 5.66 for behavior management, 5.45 for produc-
tivity, and 5.09 for instructional learning formats. 

Figure 7: Classrooms Visited Scored Well on “Classroom Organi-
zation” Dimensions 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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Behavior Management. Most teachers were able to manage behavior 
with relatively little visible effort. It seems likely that this was the 
case because teacher behavior expectations were age appropriate 
and clear to the students. Behavior management was sometimes
skillfully achieved by praise, with the teacher noting by name a child 
who was doing something right—“I really like the way that [so-and-
so] is sitting quietly right now.” Students would look at their praised 
peer and frequently replicate the desired behavior. Center time in 
many of the VPI classrooms is often noisy and seems somewhat cha-
otic, but in almost every case observed, student behavior during this
time was good. 

Productivity. Given the variety of activities pursued in preschool,
some time is needed to transition from one activity to another. These
transitions can be handled more productively in one of two ways: by
minimizing the time spent in transition, or by finding ways to use 
the time in a way that is productive for the student. 

Classrooms utilized some strategies which seemed to help reduce the
impact of transitional activities. For example, toward the end of cen-
ter time, a five minute warning was given so that children would be 
aware that it was soon time to “clean up.” Many classrooms sang the 
Barney clean-up song during the time for center clean up. One 
teacher counted to see how fast a child could clean up, and when the
child finished, said, “Look how fast you did that.” 

A bathroom break and hand washing for an entire class can be time-
consuming. In many classes which had bathrooms and sinks as part 
of the classroom, students were relatively free to use the bathroom
on an as-needed basis. In a number of classes in which there was a 
need for the entire class to have a bathroom and hand washing op-
portunity, the teacher would work with the class in a whole group, 
reading a story, while the instructional assistant would pull children 
out of the group one-by-one and provide assistance to the child as 
needed. In this way, most of the class could be engaged in an activity
throughout the bathroom break and hand washing time frame. 

Instructional Learning Format. Most of the teachers observed were 
very good at utilizing the materials available to them to engage the
students. Most teachers had a sense for the songs, stories, and ac-
tivities that would engage a four-year-old child, and they added
value to the activity with their energy and expressiveness. 

The worst scores on this dimension tended to occur in whole group 
situations in which the teacher intends to read a long story to the 
class, but does so inexpressively, and fails to capture the children’s
interest and imagination. This is also a difficult situation from a be-
havior management perspective. In the cases in which this was ob-
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served, story time was filled with frequent demands by the teacher 
for behavior corrections or threats of future punishments. 

Results for Domain 3–Instructional Support Categories 

In the VPI classrooms visited, teachers worked with the children on 
academic content, such as counting, letters and sounds, writing 
names, and knowing the days of the week and the months of the 
year. Classes also covered topics such as weather and seasons. How-
ever, CLASS scores for the classrooms were generally lower for in-
structional support (concept development, quality of feedback, and 
teacher contributions to learning format) than the other domains. As
indicated in Figure 8; scores in these categories were most fre-
quently in the mid-level of performance between 3 and 5, with an 
average of 3.78. 

Figure 8: Instructional Support–Number of Observations by 
CLASS Score 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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Teachers scoring more highly on the CLASS instructional support 
domain tend to ask more open-ended and thought-provoking ques-
tions and focus less on rote learning. They give feedback to students
that is specific about what they like and do not like, which fosters 
learning or understanding, and use generic praise less (“nice job”). 

Results for Domain 4–Student Engagement 

CLASS also includes a student engagement rating scale which yields
a score for the “student outcomes” domain. Student engagement ad-
dresses the extent to which most students are interested and en-
gaged with classroom activity. It is, in a sense, an outcome—it is a 
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desired result that is likely to stem from quality teacher perform-
ance in the other domains. The CLASS manual notes that there are 
some similarities between the “instructional learning format” di-
mension and “student engagement,” but the key difference is that 
the latter focuses only on students while the former “focuses on the 
what the teacher is doing to promote engagement.” 

Figure 9 shows the observation ratings for student engagement. VPI 
classroom scores in this category are fairly strong. The majority of
ratings are six and above, a high quality level. The mean for all ob-
servations is 5.60. In most settings observed, children were engaged
with the class activities. The one setting where engagement issues
seemed to surface was whole group story time. Overly long stories 
that fail to capture the imagination of students, and that are read 
with limited expression and student participation, can result in stu-
dent disengagement from the classroom. 

Figure 9: Student Engagement–Number of Observation Ratings by 
CLASS Score 

CLASS Score: Student Engagement 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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Mean = 5.60 

FACTORS WHICH MAY ACCOUNT FOR SOME SCORE 
DIFFERENCES INCLUDE LOCALITY WEALTH AND TIME OF YEAR 

JLARC staff examined the CLASS scores, and separated the scores 
into two categories across four variables, to see if there are factors 
which may account for some score differences (see Table 13). Obser-
vation periods in which the children were engaged in center time
had mean scores that were significantly higher than other class ac-
tivities in three dimensions: “regard for student perspectives,” “lan-
guage modeling,” and “student engagement.” Center time is charac-
terized by student activity choices, and teachers and aides have 
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more opportunity to communicate in more depth with one or a few
students than in some other formats. 

Classrooms visited that were in divisions with a large VPI program
had significantly higher mean scores than other classrooms in five 
dimensions, and classrooms in divisions with higher locality wealth
(as measured by the composite index, a measure of local ability to 
pay used by the State in funding K-12 education) had significantly 
higher mean scores in seven dimensions. Also, as a group, class-
rooms visited in the spring (toward the end of the 2006-07 school 
year) had significantly higher mean scores on seven dimensions than
classrooms visited in the fall (toward the beginning of the 2007-08
school year). This might be expected, as teachers and students last
spring had the benefit of almost a full school year to bond and to be
clear regarding classroom norms and expectations. 

Table 13: Four Factors Appear to Account for Some Differences in CLASS Observation 
Scores 

Type of Instruction Size of VPI Program Locality Wealth Observation Time 

CLASS 
Domain 
Positive 
Climate 
Negative 
Climate 
Teacher 
Sensitivity 
Regard for 
Student 
Perspec-
tives 
Behavior 
Manage-
ment 
Productivity
Instructional 
Learning 
Format 
Concept 
Develop-
ment 
Quality of  
Feedback 
Language 
Modeling 
Student 
Engage-
ment 

Center 
Time 

(n = 51) 
5.25 

1.32 

5.11 

5.64 

5.78 

5.42 
5.02 

3.50 

4.12 

4.31 

5.88 

Not 
Center 
Time 
(n = 
116) 
5.05 

1.36 

4.82 

3.97 

5.60 

5.46 
5.12 

3.50 

3.81 

3.76 

5.47 

Large 
Programs 

(More 
Than 5 VPI 
Classes) 

(n=86) 
5.16 

1.22 

5.14 

4.86 

5.78 

5.55 
5.17 

3.66 

4.17 

4.12 

5.56 

Small 
Programs 

(Less Than 
5 VPI 

Classes) 
(n=81) 
5.06 

1.49 

4.67 

4.08 

5.52 

5.33 
4.99 

3.33 

3.62 

3.72 

5.64 

Higher 
Locality 
Wealth 

Measure 
(n=81) 
5.19 

1.17 

5.13 

4.80 

5.88 

5.48 
5.33 

3.50 

3.99 

4.11 

5.75 

Lower 
Locality 
Wealth 

Measure 
(n= 78) 
4.90 

1.56 

4.57 

4.02 

5.46 

5.37 
4.76 

3.42 

3.68 

3.70 

5.42 

Spring 
Visits 
(n= 65) 
5.49 

1.33 

5.19 

4.78 

5.64 

5.60 
5.30 

3.62 

4.18 

4.25 

5.87 

Fall 
Visits 

(n=102) 
4.87 

1.36 

4.73 

4.29 

5.67 

5.35 
4.95 

3.43 

3.72 

3.72 

5.43 

Note: Underlined mean scores are significantly higher (or in the case of negative climate significantly lower) at a 95% confidence level. 

Source: Analysis of CLASS observation ratings by JLARC staff.  
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CLASS RATINGS FOR VISITED VPI CLASSROOMS WERE 
SOMEWHAT HIGHER THAN SCORES FROM PRIOR MTP STUDY 

Previously in Virginia, a project was undertaken by University of 
Virginia staff using the CLASS instrument to assess classroom qual-
ity in randomly selected divisions with preschool in the schools. This
project was called the “MyTeachingPartner (MTP) Study.” MTP is a 
professional development approach that involves consultation and 
web-based resources such as training videos to provide classroom-
focused training. For a year during the MTP study, teachers who
agreed to participate in the study sent in videotapes of their class-
rooms. The videos were then reviewed and scored on the CLASS di-
mensions by trained graduate students. Data from the first year of 
the study are reported in the CLASS Pre-K Manual. 

Table 14 compares the mean observation sheet scores for JLARC-
visited classrooms with the mean classroom scores from the MTP 
study. Since CLASS scores range from 1 to 7, there is a 6-point po-
tential spread in scores. In all cases, the mean scores from the
JLARC observations sheets were higher than the mean classroom
scores in the MTP study. For the instructional support domain, 
there was almost a full point difference. Differences were smaller in 
other domains. 

Table 14: JLARC-Visited Classrooms Scored on Average Between 
0.19 and 0.98 Points Higher Than MTP Classrooms 

Mean Mean 
Scores, Scores, 
JLARC- MTP 
Visited Class-

Category Classrooms rooms Difference
 
Emotional Support 

(with reversed negative climate) 5.29 5.07 + 0.22 

Classroom Organization 5.40 4.97 + 0.43 
(without negative climate) 4.83 4.64 + 0.19 

Instructional Support 3.78 2.80 + 0. 98 

Source: JLARC staff analysis. 

Student Engagement 5.60 4.92 + 0. 68 

There are some similarities in the areas of greatest strength and 
weakness in the classrooms visited by JLARC and the MTP class-
rooms (see Table 15). In both cases, the categories of behavior man-
agement, student engagement, productivity, and positive climate 
ranked in the top four. Also in both cases, the instructional learning 
format category ranked fifth. The teacher sensitivity and regard for 
student perspectives categories held either the sixth or seventh best 
score. The language modeling and quality feedback categories held 
either the eighth or ninth best score, and concept development was 
the lowest score in both cases. 
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Table 15: There Are Some Similarities in Dimensions With Rela-
tively High and Low Scores in the JLARC-Visited and MTP Classes 

Rank of Scores, 
JLARC-Visited Rank of Scores, 

Classrooms MTP Classrooms 
Behavior Management 1 3 

Source: JLARC staff analysis and CLASS Technical Manual. 

Student Engagement 2 4 
Productivity 3 1 
Positive Climate 4 2 
Instructional Learning Formats 5 5 
Teacher Sensitivity 6 7 
Regard for Student Perspectives 7 6 
Language Modeling 8 9 
Quality of Feedback 9 8 
Concept Development 10 10 

But at the dimension level, for most categories, the mean observa-
tion sheet scores of the classrooms visited by JLARC staff exceeded 
the mean scores of the MTP classrooms. Table 16 shows the mean 
scores by dimension from the two studies. 

Table 16: Comparison of Mean Observation Scores for the JLARC-
Visited and MTP Classrooms 

JLARC-Visited 
Classrooms MTP Classrooms 

Positive Climate 5.11 5.21 
Negative Climate 1.35 1.63 
Teacher Sensitivity 4.91 4.34 
Regard for Student Perspectives 4.48 4.36 
Behavior Management 5.66 4.94 
Productivity 5.45 5.41 
Instructional Learning Format 5.09 4.57 
Concept Development 3.50 2.69 
Quality of Feedback 3.90 2.87 
Language Modeling 3.93 2.85 
Student Engagement 5.60 4.92 

Source: JLARC staff analysis of classroom observation sheets and CLASS Technical Manual. 

ACTIONS COULD BE TAKEN TO MORE CONSISTENTLY ACHIEVE 
HIGH QUALITY IN VPI CLASSROOMS 

The site visits and classroom observations for this study were a
unique opportunity to see VPI classrooms in different parts of Vir-
ginia. Some of the differences between classrooms were striking.
Seven actions are identified which may help to increase consistency 
in the quality of preschool classes. The initial three actions are sug-
gested based upon the perspective upon classroom quality that is 
fostered by the CLASS rating system. The final four actions are 
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based on general observations of opportunities for improvement from 
the site visit process. 

1. Implement Strategies to Identify and Decrease Teacher Rigidity 
in Classrooms 

Most observed VPI classrooms had teachers who established a very 
positive climate in their classroom, in which student participation 
and enthusiasm was supported, and fun and noise were allowed 
within reasonable limits. In contrast, the attribute which seemed to 
most negatively impact the climate of a classroom was excessive ri-
gidity or control on the teacher’s part. One of the negative manifes-
tations of overcontrol that was sometimes seen was “discipline by
reputation.” In some instances, a student, apparently known as be-
ing more disruptive than others, was verbally admonished or re-
moved from the group when he (in all cases, it was a boy) had done 
nothing discernibly wrong or different than his peers. Another mani-
festation was the dampening of student enthusiasm due to over-
concern with keeping the classroom “quiet.” 

2. Increase the Awareness and Attention Given to Concrete 
Learning Possibilities Existing in Play Centers 

Across the classrooms visited, there is a core group of center time 
stations which are almost always present, as well as some unique 
stations. During center time, teachers would, with varying degrees
of enthusiasm, move about the room and drop in on centers to ob-
serve or ask questions or participate. 

However, the questions asked by teachers and assistants, and the 
quality of feedback that teachers gave students in the centers, did 
not lead to very high scores in the instructional support domain. 
Teacher interactions with students often did not provide evidence 
that they had given much creative forethought as to what learning 
possibilities and concept development opportunities could be trig-
gered in the centers. These interactions seemed to suggest that ei-
ther better centers are needed, or, perhaps more likely, that addi-
tional forethought or training needs to revolve around the teacher’s 
role in center time. 

3. Train and Plan in Advance for Higher Quality Feedback 

In many instances, the feedback given to pre-K students in the 
classroom was perfunctory. Feedback was often in the form of un-
specific praise, such as “Great job,” or “I like your picture.” With ad-
ditional forethought and practice, it appears that instructors could
enhance the quality of feedback they give. They could provide more
specific details about what in particular they liked about a child’s 
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drawing, or provide some feedback that could lead to further discus-
sion with the student. 

4. Share Activities That Engage Students 

During the site visits, JLARC staff witnessed numerous songs, re-
cordings, and props that appeared to add greatly to student enthusi-
asm and engagement in the class. Examples ranged from the Dr.
Jean song “Who let the [letter] out?” to the “Humpty Dumpty” song,
or from the story “We’re going on a bear hunt” to Mr. M and the
Land of the Little People. However, staff in different divisions are of-
ten familiar with some but not all of the engaging options that are 
available. There currently is very little communication across divi-
sions among VPI coordinators and VPI teachers to facilitate the 
sharing of activity ideas which have been found to engage students. 

5. Review Schedules for Effective Use of Time 

In the morning, when the children are fresher, VPI classrooms often 
bustle with the children spending time in whole group and small 
group instruction as well as center time. Afternoons are usually less
useful instructionally, with naptimes and preparations for dismissal. 
As noted in Chapter 2, there are differences in the extent to which
current daily schedules strive to maximize learning opportunities 
and provide for intentional instruction as well as creative play.
School divisions should review preschool teacher schedules to help
ensure that the schedules provide for an effective use of the avail-
able time. 

6. Consider Space Needs in Facility Planning, and Recognize 
the Ongoing Need to Update Preschool Equipment 

Some preschool classrooms are in elementary school classrooms that
were designed with higher grade levels in mind. A good preschool
classroom requires substantial floor space because the various cen-
ters that are available for center time can take up substantial floor 
space. On the site visits, a classroom of about 840 square feet felt 
cramped for floor space with the centers that were in place. Class-
rooms of 1,040 to 1,090 square feet appeared more spacious. To the 
extent feasible, school divisions should seek to provide classroom 
spaces for preschool which allow a reasonable amount of floor space 
to be available even after accounting for the space needs of activity 
centers. 

While most observed VPI classes appeared to be well-equipped,
there were some schools which did not appear to be replacing 
equipment on a timely basis. For example, one school visited was in
the process of replacing computers in its classroom that dated from 
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1992. When JLARC staff entered a classroom in that school, a 
teacher was lying on the floor with a tool making a repair to old 
equipment in the housekeeping center of the classroom.   

7. Utilize Teacher Aides Better and Consider Compensation Levels 

With many VPI classrooms consisting of 14 to 18 children, it is the 
presence of an instructional aide in the classroom which provides for 
an improved child-to-adult ratio. However, classroom observation 
work indicates that the extent to which aides interact with the chil-
dren and are given responsibilities that seem to add value to the
classroom appears to vary widely. Ideally, aides should be well-
equipped to run small group sessions and to provide for concept  de-
velopment and quality feedback in center time. To increase consis-
tency in the quality of instructional aides that are available, they 
need to be included in professional development opportunities. To 
increase the professionalism of the position, some consideration 
could be given to increasing the low pay levels for the positions noted 
in Chapter 2.  
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The purpose of the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) is to prepare 
at-risk children for kindergarten and to increase their chances for 
success throughout school. The effects of the VPI program on stu-
dents’ readiness and school performance were assessed by analyz-
ing standardized test scores administered to preschoolers, kinder-
gartners, students in the third grade, and students in the fifth 
grade. The Phonological Awareness and Literacy Screening (PALS) 
assessment was used to determine the effect of VPI on kindergar-
ten readiness, while the third grade and fifth grade Standards of 
Learning (SOL) tests were used to consider the longer term effects 
of VPI on school performance.  
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Analysis of preschool and kindergarten literacy test results showed a strong associa-
tion between VPI participation and test scores. VPI students performed better than
predicted on these tests and had higher kindergarten readiness scores than other 
students on average. Compared to the fall of the pre-K year, spring pre-kindergarten 
literacy test scores for VPI students were nearly 21 points higher than would be
predicted based on just the increasing age of the students. In the fall of the kinder-
garten year, VPI students fared better than other students on a literacy test, with
only 11 percent scoring below the benchmark for kindergarten preparedness, com-
pared to 17 percent of all kindergartners. The average summed score of VPI stu-
dents on the fall kindergarten literacy test was three points higher than for non-VPI 
students. The performance by VPI students on these tests is impressive when it is 
considered that the VPI students are at-risk children who are in the program due to 
concerns about their prospects for succeeding in school. 

Longer-term student-level data are still needed to better assess the impact of VPI on
test scores in later grades. Division-level analysis of 2006 test results at the third 
and fifth grade levels produced unclear results. Data recently available and ana-
lyzed by the Department of Education (DOE) indicates that third grade students 
with publicly funded pre-K experience had somewhat higher SOL pass rates than
other economically disadvantaged students. DOE has implemented a means of iden-
tifying the preschool experience of students beginning with the 2006-07 academic 
year, which should enable a longer-term student-level analysis of VPI effectiveness 
in future years. 
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VPI HAS A POSITIVE EFFECT ON PRESCHOOL AND 
KINDERGARTEN TEST SCORES 

For the VPI program to be deemed effective, it must be shown that 
students who complete the VPI program are more prepared for 
kindergarten than they would be had they not taken the program. 
To test for kindergarten preparedness, students who completed the 
VPI program were compared against other kindergartners by ana-
lyzing scores on the Phonological Awareness and Literacy Screen-
ing (PALS). The PALS assessment for kindergartners (PALS-K) is 
administered to nearly all kindergarten students in public schools 
in Virginia, while the PALS assessment for preschoolers (PALS-
PreK) is administered to most preschoolers in VPI, Title I, and 
Head Start classrooms. Scores on the fall 2005 and spring 2006 
PALS-PreK assessments were used to gauge the literacy growth in 
students during the preschool year, while scores on the fall 2006 
PALS-K assessment were used to determine how well the VPI pro-
gram prepared students for kindergarten. 

Phonological Awareness and Literacy Screening (PALS) Tool 
Used to Assess Readiness 

The PALS literacy assessments were developed by the University 
of Virginia (UVA) to provide teachers with a mechanism for identi-
fying children who may need additional instruction in reading. 
PALS is supported by a grant from the Virginia Department of 
Education through the Early Intervention Reading Initiative, and 
it has become the State’s tool for literacy screening of kindergart-
ners. Nearly all (98 percent) school divisions in Virginia use the 
PALS screening tool to assess the reading ability of their kinder-
gartners. 

The PALS assessment for kindergartners (PALS-K) measures 
children’s knowledge in several fundamental areas of literacy: 
rhyme awareness, beginning sound awareness, alphabet knowl-
edge, letter sounds, spelling, concept of word, and word recogni-
tion. Scores for each component are summed together, and stu-
dents with a summed score below a set benchmark score are 
identified for further instruction in addition to their normal class-
room instruction. In fall 2006, 87,597 kindergartners were admin-
istered PALS-K, and 15,011 were identified for further instruction. 

The PALS-PreK assessment is similar to PALS-K but is designed 
for four-year-olds. The test measures preschoolers’ developing 
knowledge of fundamentals that are necessary for literacy. Pre-
schoolers are tested on six different components: name writing, al-
phabet knowledge, beginning sound awareness, print and word 
awareness, rhyme awareness, and nursery rhyme awareness. 
These components are predictive of future reading success. The 
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test is administered in the fall to help guide instruction during the 
year and again in the spring in order to evaluate the progress of 
the students. Unlike the PALS-K assessment, there is no summed 
benchmark score for the PALS-PreK. However, for this report, 
JLARC staff used the sum of the six task scores as a measure of 
students’ overall growth in literacy skills during preschool. During 
the 2005-06 academic year, more than 17,000 preschoolers were 
administered the fall and/or spring PALS-PreK assessment. 

Because PALS only tests children’s literacy skills, the tool is lim-
ited as a measure of kindergarten readiness. The PALS screening 
tool does not assess children’s ability in math, nor does it assess 
children’s social skills. Another drawback with the PALS-PreK test 
is that not all school divisions administered the test or submitted 
the results to the PALS office at UVA. A number of school divi-
sions, including Fairfax County (the largest school division in the 
State), did not submit PALS-PreK results in 2005-06. (Localities 
were not required to report PALS-PreK results to the PALS office.) 
Despite these limitations, PALS is still the best available measure 
to use for determining knowledge growth in preschool and kinder-
garten preparedness across Virginia.  

VPI Students Show Growth in Literacy Skills  
Over the Course of the Preschool Year 

The sum of the six task scores of the PALS-PreK fall and spring 
assessments were compared to determine the extent to which pre-
school students in VPI classrooms developed literacy skills. An in-
crease in scores between the two assessments indicates that stu-
dents have developed their ability to read and write, and therefore 
may be better prepared for kindergarten. From fall 2005 to spring 
2006, the average summed score for all preschoolers on the PALS-
PreK increased by 27 points (Table 17). Students in Title I class-
rooms experienced the largest average increase (29.8 points), while 
students in VPI classrooms experienced the second largest average 
increase (27.9 points).   

Although the increase in scores shows literacy growth, students 
might be expected to score higher in the spring simply due to being 
older. Older children (those who are five years old or nearly five 
years old) will have had more time to develop their ability to rec-
ognize letter sounds, rhyme, and word recognition than younger 
children (those who recently turned four years old). Thus, demon-
strating that scores improved from the beginning to the end of the 
academic year is insufficient to show that the preschool program 
was the cause of this improvement.  

In order to determine the effect of VPI and the other preschool 
programs on students’ increased literacy knowledge, the age of the   

Computation of 
PALS-PreK Score 
PALS does not report 
an overall score for the 
PALS-PreK assess-
ment. JLARC staff 
summarized the scores 
of the six components 
by adding them to-
gether to represent 
overall knowledge in 
the fundamentals nec-
essary for literacy. 
Separate analyses of 
each of the six compo-
nents produced results 
very similar to those 
shown for the summary 
scores. 

Estimation of Pre-
dicted PALS-PreK 
Scores 
Estimation was con-
ducted using ordinary 
least squares regres-
sion analysis. The fall 
2005 PALS-PreK 
summed score was 
predicted based on 
students' age, gender, 
race/ethnicity, socio-
economic status (the 
percent of students in 
the school division 
participating in the free 
lunch program), local 
adult educational at-
tainment (the percent 
of adults in the school 
division with at least a 
bachelor's degree – a 
proxy for parents’ edu-
cational attainment), 
and whether or not the 
student needed special 
instructional services.  
 
All of the independent 
variables, with the ex-
ception of adult educa-
tional attainment, had 
significant effects on 
predicting PALS-PreK 
scores. 
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Table 17: Average Score for Preschoolers on PALS-PreK 
Increased by 27 Points 

Preschool Program 

 
Number of 
Students 

Mean Fall 
PALS-PreK 

Score 

Mean Spring 
PALS-PreK 

Score Change 
VPI 8,160 32.2 60.1 27.9 
Head Start 2,108 31.2 54.5 23.4 
Title I 1,078 30.8 60.6 29.8 
Early Childhood 
Special Education 111 33.7 54.2 20.5 

Early Reading First 33 27.9 52.3 24.4 
Other/Unknown 696 37.0 62.2 25.2 
All 12,186 32.2 59.2 27.1 

 

Source: Analysis of data provided by PALS office of the Curry School of Education, University of 
Virginia. 

students at the time of the fall 2005 assessment was used to esti-
mate the effect of age on the fall PALS-PreK assessment. Predicted 
fall PALS-PreK summed scores were estimated based on students’ 
age and other factors. 

The analysis showed that scores between the two tests would be 
expected to increase by about seven points due to students being 
older at the time of the spring assessment. However, actual scores 
increased by about 27 points on average. Therefore, the preschool 
experience appears to have resulted in a 20-point increase on av-
erage in students’ literacy scores over the course of the academic 
year (Table 18). The performance of the preschool programs (that 
is, the difference between the actual improvement and the ex-
pected improvement) was highest among students in Title I class-
rooms (22.8 points), while students in VPI classrooms performed 
about 21 points better than expected.  

Table 18: Participation in Preschool Programs Appears to 
Account for 20-Point Increase in PALS-PreK Scores (2005-06) 

Preschool Program 
Number of 
Students 

Mean  
Expected 
Increase 

Mean 
Actual 

Increase Difference 
VPI 8,160 7.1 27.9 20.8 
Head Start 2,108 7.1 23.4 16.3 
Title I 1,078 7.0 29.8 22.8 
Early Childhood 
Special Education 111 6.9 20.5 13.6 

Early Reading First 33 7.8 24.4 16.6 
Other/Unknown 696 6.9 25.2 18.3 
All 12,186 7.1 27.1 20.0 

 

Source: Analysis of data provided by PALS office of the Curry School of Education, University of 
Virginia. 
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There was considerable variation in VPI performance among the 
school divisions. Among divisions with at least ten VPI students, 
average increases from fall 2005 to spring 2006 ranged from a high 
of 42.7 points in Lancaster County to a low of 15.8 points in Clarke 
County (Table 19). Despite this variation, scores increased more 
than expected (based on the age of the students) in all divisions. 

VPI Graduates Are Better Prepared for Start of Kindergarten 
Than Other Kindergartners 

Scores on the fall 2006 PALS-K test were used to determine the ef-
fectiveness of the VPI program in getting children prepared for 
kindergarten. PALS-K provides a measure of kindergarten readi-
ness through the sum of the seven component scores and the iden-
tification of students who may need additional literacy instruction.  

Students who score higher on the fall PALS-K test are deemed to 
be better prepared for the challenges of learning to read and write 
in kindergarten and beyond. The PALS-K test is also useful for 
identifying variations in kindergarten preparedness among the 
school divisions.  

Students who were administered the PALS-PreK test in fall 2005 
or spring 2006 were identified in the fall 2006 PALS-K database in 
order to determine the preschool experience of the kindergartners.  
Nearly 90,000 kindergartners were assessed with the PALS-K in 
fall 2006. Of these students, 14,592 were identified as having some 
preschool experience during the previous academic year, and 9,422 
were in a VPI classroom. Of the remaining 75,000 kindergartners, 
the preschool experience is unknown, although it is assumed that 
many of these students were enrolled in a private preschool pro-
gram. 

The primary purpose of the PALS-K is its use as a screening tool to 
identify kindergartners who may need additional instruction in or-
der to keep pace with their peers. Students with a summed score 
below 28 on the PALS-K in fall 2006 were identified as needing lit-
eracy assistance. Overall, 17 percent of the kindergartners were 
identified for further assistance. Students who were in the VPI 
program, however, fared much better on the assessment, as only 
11 percent were identified for further assistance. Table 20 shows 
the number of students from the various preschool programs that 
were identified by PALS-K as needing additional instruction. 

As can be seen in the table, attending preschool appears to have 
benefited most children. Except for children who attended early 
childhood special education or Head Start classes (the most at-risk  
 

Students who were in 
the VPI program 
fared much better on 
the PALS-K assess-
ment, as only 11 per-
cent were identified 
for further assis-
tance.  
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Table 19: Increase in PALS-PreK Scores of VPI Students by School Division 
(Fall 2005 to Spring 2006) 

Locality N 

 

Mean 
Fall 

Score 

Mean 
Spring 
Score Change Locality N 

 

Mean 
Fall 

Score 

Mean 
Spring 
Score Change 

Accomack  61 27.3 55.1 27.8 Pittsylvania  78 26.5 55.2 28.7 

Albemarle  79 31.0 59.3 28.3 
Prince 
Edward  79 32.2 63.5 31.3 

Alleghany  12 42.8 62.6 19.8 
Prince 
George  76 31.7 57.6 25.8 

Amelia  17 33.5 55.3 21.8 Pulaski  54 30.3 60.3 30.0 

Amherst  26 40.3 65.0 24.7 
Roanoke 
County 89 37.1 55.3 18.2 

Appomattox  42 32.4 64.2 31.9 Rockbridge  41 33.9 56.6 22.7 
Arlington  242 24.9 57.8 32.9 Rockingham  178 25.8 56.8 31.0 
Augusta  93 25.4 50.3 24.9 Russell  102 36.8 64.0 27.2 
Bedford  73 34.9 61.8 26.8 Shenandoah  41 19.5 60.8 41.3 
Brunswick  56 31.7 58.9 27.2 Smyth  110 35.2 63.3 28.2 
Buchanan  63 39.2 59.8 20.6 Southampton  48 31.4 58.9 27.5 
Buckingham  49 36.2 62.4 26.2 Spotsylvania  63 29.5 61.1 31.7 
Campbell  118 30.6 53.3 22.8 Surry  30 30.1 69.0 38.9 
Caroline  35 32.6 60.9 28.3 Tazewell  63 40.1 65.6 25.5 
Carroll  70 27.9 59.2 31.2 Washington  53 36.1 66.4 30.3 

Charles City  15 42.8 65.6 22.8 
Westmore-
land  15 27.5 62.9 35.3 

Clarke  45 35.6 51.4 15.8 Wise County 76 29.6 61.3 31.7 
Culpeper  57 31.1 61.5 30.4 Wythe County 91 35.7 61.9 26.2 
Cumberland  58 30.9 59.1 28.2 Alexandria  63 35.4 56.3 20.9 
Essex  16 29.5 60.0 30.5 Charlottesville 107 29.4 60.1 30.7 
Floyd  17 38.5 61.9 23.4 Danville  96 22.3 62.4 40.2 

Fluvanna  32 29.4 61.8 32.4 
Fredericks-
burg  14 19.6 46.9 27.3 

Franklin 
County 182 29.8 61.1 31.4 Hampton  377 32.8 59.7 26.9 
Grayson  17 28.6 48.2 19.5 Harrisonburg  15 13.9 47.5 33.6 
Greene  30 30.9 66.7 35.8 Martinsville  34 36.3 60.6 24.4 
Greensville  39 27.4 61.3 33.9 Lynchburg  183 33.7 62.5 28.8 
Halifax  127 33.3 62.6 29.3 Norfolk  1,354 32.3 60.9 28.6 
Henrico  65 21.4 52.3 30.8 Petersburg  149 29.3 57.3 28.0 
Henry  159 29.4 59.8 30.4 Portsmouth  371 37.9 65.2 27.3 

Isle of Wight  60 28.4 61.1 32.7 
Richmond 
City 726 37.5 64.3 26.7 

Hopewell  27 25.0 58.6 33.6 Roanoke City 283 33.3 59.6 26.3 
King and 
Queen  24 34.0 61.6 27.6 Staunton  30 28.9 55.4 26.5 
Lancaster  31 21.5 64.3 42.7 Suffolk  153 27.8 57.4 29.6 

Louisa  28 20.3 52.0 31.6 
Virginia 
Beach  541 33.1 56.0 22.9 

Montgomery  140 27.2 55.2 28.0 Waynesboro  27 31.6 66.5 34.9 

Nottoway  25 36.7 58.0 21.3 
Williamsburg-
James City 72 40.4 59.6 19.3 

Page  32 34.4 66.6 32.1      
 

Note: 35 school divisions, including Fairfax County, did not report PALS-PreK results in 2005-06. 

Source: Analysis of data provided by PALS office of the Curry School of Education, University of Virginia. 
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children), students who attended preschool were better prepared 
on average than their peers who were in the “unknown” category, 
based on the PALS-K identification. All kindergartners who did 
not attend preschool are in the “unknown” category in Table 20, of 
which nearly 18 percent were identified for additional literacy as-
sistance. 

Table 20: Smaller Proportion of VPI Graduates Were Identified as 
Needing Further Assistance (Fall 2006) 

Preschool Experience 
Number  

of Students 

Students 
Needing 

Assistance a 
Percent 

Identified 
VPI 9,281 1,060 11.4% 
Head Start 2,386 518 21.7% 
Title I 1,234 114 9.2% 
Early Childhood Special 
Education 172 43 25.0% 

Early Reading First 16 0 0.0% 
Other Preschool 1,503 209 13.9% 
Unknown b 73,005 13,067 17.9% 
All 87,597 15,011 17.1% 

 

aStudents scoring below 28 on the fall 2006 PALS-K assessment. 
bStudents who were not administered PALS-PreK assessment in 2005-06. 

Source: Analysis of data provided by PALS office of the Curry School of Education, University of 
Virginia. 

While the PALS-K benchmark provides a threshold for identifica-
tion of those students needing further assistance, the summed 
score provides another measure of student readiness. The average 
summed score on the fall 2006 PALS-K for all kindergartners was 
56.0. VPI graduates performed slightly better with an average 
summed score of 58.7, while non-VPI students had an average 
score of 55.7. 

The higher average score by VPI students is impressive consider-
ing that they are at-risk children who are enrolled in the program 
because they are deemed to be at risk of not being prepared for 
kindergarten. VPI graduates are primarily from low-income fami-
lies, and their parents are less likely to be well-educated than 
middle- and upper-income households. Furthermore, VPI gradu-
ates are more likely to be in non-English-speaking households and 
therefore are more likely to have limited proficiency in the English 
language. Therefore, but for the VPI program, these students 
would be expected to have lower than average scores on the PALS-
K assessment. 

In order to attain a more complete assessment of the effectiveness 
of the VPI program in preparing children for kindergarten, pre-
dicted PALS-K scores were developed by controlling for the factors 

Estimation of 
Predicted PALS-K 
Scores 
Ordinary least squares 
regression analysis 
was used to predict fall 
2006 PALS-K scores. 
Regression models 
were developed to 
predict scores for each 
race, with the inde-
pendent variables be-
ing student age, stu-
dent gender, percent of 
adults in the commu-
nity holding at least a 
bachelor's degree, 
percent of students at 
the school on the free 
or reduced-price lunch 
program, and an indi-
cator of whether the 
student had special 
instructional needs. 
 
All independent vari-
ables were shown to 
have significant effects 
on test scores, except 
for adult educational 
attainment in the mod-
els predicting scores 
for black and Hispanic 
students. 
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that might influence a child’s test scores. The predicted scores 
were then compared to the actual scores to estimate the extent of 
the benefits of the VPI program. Appendix D contains more discus-
sion of the analysis used to predict PALS-K scores. 

Based on the differences between the actual and predicted PALS-K 
scores, the VPI program appears to have clearly benefited the stu-
dents who participated in the program. Overall, VPI graduates 
performed 6.7 points higher on the PALS-K assessment than their 
predicted score (Figure 10). This increase represents a 13 percent 
increase over the predicted score. 

As shown in the figure, the VPI program provided the most benefit 
to those students who needed the most assistance with literacy 
skills, namely, Hispanic students. Hispanic students had the low- 
 

Figure 10: VPI Graduates Performed Better than Predicted on Fall 2006 PALS-K 
Assessment 
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Source: Analysis of data provided by PALS office of the Curry School of Education, University of Virginia. 

Overall, VPI gradu-
ates performed 6.7 
points higher on the 
PALS-K assessment 
than their predicted 
score. 
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est average score of any ethnic group, with an average summed 
score of 38.3. Hispanic students who completed the VPI program 
had an even lower predicted score of 36.1. However, those Hispanic 
students from the VPI program far exceeded their predicted aver-
age with an actual average of 51. Thus, Hispanic students from the 
VPI program performed nearly 15 points higher than their pre-
dicted score, or 41 percent above expectations. In contrast, His-
panic students who did not participate in the VPI program per-
formed slightly below expectations. VPI students performed better 
than predicted on the PALS-K assessment across all racial and 
gender groups, while none of the racial or gender groups among 
non-VPI students performed as well as predicted.  

While the VPI graduates statewide performed nearly seven points 
above their predicted score, there was considerable variation 
among the school divisions. Among divisions with at least ten VPI 
graduates, 67 school divisions had average PALS-K scores above 
their predicted average, while 22 divisions scored below their pre-
dicted averages. The list of actual and predicted average scores for 
each division is located in Appendix D.  

The division averages for VPI graduates must be viewed with cau-
tion because they may not represent all VPI graduates in the divi-
sion who were enrolled in kindergarten in fall 2006. Only those 
students who were administered the PALS-PreK during the prior 
year are counted in the division averages, and in some cases, these 
students represent a very small proportion of all VPI students in 
the division. For example, VPI students from Fairfax County were 
not included in the PALS-PreK database for the 2005-06 academic 
year, which is why there are only 27 VPI graduates that constitute 
the division average for Fairfax. These 27 kindergartners were en-
rolled in VPI classrooms in other localities the prior year, which 
presents another reason to be cautious of the data. Because the di-
vision averages for VPI graduates include students who attended 
VPI classrooms in other divisions, these results may not be a true 
indicator of the success of the local VPI programs. 

VPI MAY HAVE POSITIVE IMPACT ON TEST PERFORMANCE IN 
LATER GRADES, BUT MORE STUDENT TRACKING IS NEEDED 

Based on the above analysis, the current VPI program appears to 
have helped children be more prepared for kindergarten. However, 
kindergarten preparedness is not the only goal of the preschool 
program for at-risk children. It is hoped the program’s benefits 
would carry through the children’s schooling and lead to better 
performance throughout the later grades, higher graduation rates, 
and more productive citizens. Over time, it becomes more difficult 
to determine the effect of the VPI program, as more events (such 
as teacher experiences, school environments, peer interactions, 
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and family life) intervene in the children’s development. Thus, it is 
more difficult to determine the effect of VPI on seventh grade 
school performance, for example, than on third grade school per-
formance, which is more difficult to determine than the program’s 
effect on kindergarten readiness. 

For this study, third and fifth grade Standards of Learning (SOL) 
data were obtained to consider the impact of VPI on test score out-
comes in later grades. The analysis needed to be conducted at the 
division level, however, because data were not available for the 
purpose of tracking students from preschool to the most recent 
year of data available (2006) at the time of the staff analysis. Ana-
lysis was conducted at the school division level in an attempt to de-
termine if school divisions in which a greater proportion of their 
at-risk students were served by VPI performed better on the SOL 
tests than expected. Recently, The Virginia Department of Educa-
tion (DOE) conducted a student-level analysis of recently obtained 
2007 third grade SOL test scores of economically disadvantaged 
students who participated in a publicly funded pre-K program, and 
the results of this analysis are provided herein. 

Third and Fifth Grade Standards of Learning Test Results Used 
to Gauge Student Performance 

Standards of Learning (SOL) tests were used to gauge school per-
formance because they are the one standardized measure of aca-
demic achievement across all school divisions in the State. Third 
grade and fifth grade were chosen as the years of analysis because 
they are the first two grade levels in which the SOL tests are ad-
ministered to students in Virginia. Given that JLARC staff were 
unable to track individual students across grade levels, in addition 
to the other difficulties in measuring preschool effects over time, 
the earliest grade level SOL tests were deemed to be the most ap-
propriate markers for long-term effects of the VPI program. 

SOL test data from spring 2006 in the subjects of English and 
math were collected at the third and fifth grade levels for all 132 
school divisions in Virginia. The average scaled scores and pass 
rates for the English and math SOL tests were provided by the 
Department of Education for each school division. The average 
scaled score is the mean score on the test ranging from 0 to 600. 
The pass rate is the percentage of students in the division who ex-
ceeded the required minimum score of 400. Table 21 shows the 
statewide average scaled scores and pass rates for the third and 
fifth grade English and math SOL tests. 
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Table 21: Pass Rates and Average Scaled Scores on Third and 
Fifth Grade SOL Tests (2006) 

 Third Grade Fifth Grade 
 English Math English Math 
Pass Rate 84% 90% 87% 83% 
Average Scaled Score 471 494 482 482 

 

Note: Statewide average based on school division averages weighted by student population. 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Virginia Department of Education. 

The average scaled scores and pass rates on the SOL tests have in-
creased in recent years. Since spring 2000, pass rates have in-
creased by about 20 percentage points on third and fifth grade 
math and English SOL tests, and the average scaled scores have 
increased by about 50 points (Table 22).   

Table 22: SOL Scores Have Increased From 2000 to 2006 

 
Increase in 
Pass Rate 

Increase in  
Average Scaled Score 

Third Grade   
 English +23 +53 
 Math +19 +42 
Fifth Grade   
 English +19 +48 
 Math +20 +58 

 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Virginia Department of Education. 

Effect of VPI on Third and Fifth Grade SOL Scores Is Uncertain 
Based on Analysis of School Divisions 

Unlike the analysis of the effect of the VPI program on kindergar-
ten readiness, it was not possible to track individual students over 
time to conduct a student-level analysis of third and fifth grade 
SOL scores. At the time of this study, DOE did not have a mecha-
nism to systematically track VPI students throughout public 
schools in Virginia. DOE recently conducted a student-level analy-
sis of third-grade SOL pass rates for a small cohort of students 
who were known to have participated in preschool, but this analy-
sis was conducted on 2007 scores which were released in Septem-
ber and were not available to JLARC staff. The results of DOE’s 
analysis are shown in the following section.  

JLARC staff conducted its analysis on 2006 SOL scores, which 
were the most recent data available at the time. Most third grade 
students in the spring of 2006 participated in preschool (if at all) in 
2001-02. However, the first year in which a sizable number of pre-
schoolers took the PALS-PreK assessment was in 2002-03, and the 

Since spring 2000, 
pass rates have in-
creased by about 20 
percentage points on 
third and fifth grade 
math and English 
SOL tests 
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PALS-PreK assessment is the basis for identifying the preschool 
experience of students. 

Given that a student-level analysis could not be conducted on 2006 
SOL scores, the next best approach would have been to examine 
the effects of the VPI program at the school level. School perform-
ance could be assessed based on the percentage of at-risk students 
who were served by the VPI program. However, such an analysis 
could not be conducted at the school level, since it could not be de-
termined where VPI graduates would be enrolled. For example, if 
VPI classrooms were housed in division-wide centers, then gradu-
ates could be enrolled in any number of schools in the division. 
Furthermore, even when VPI classrooms were housed in public 
schools, VPI graduates might still be enrolled in elementary 
schools other than the one in which they attended preschool, as 
students from across the division could be grouped in a few class-
rooms. 

Since the school-level analysis also was not possible, regression 
analysis was conducted at the school division level to determine if 
the proportion of at-risk students served by VPI had an obvious ef-
fect on SOL average scaled scores and pass rates. More detail of 
this regression analysis is provided in Appendix D. 

The results of the regression analysis were mixed and did not show 
a strong, consistent impact on SOL scores due to VPI enrollment. 
However, this analysis does not necessarily mean that VPI has not 
had an effect on average SOL scores or pass rates. Rather, the di-
vision-level analysis may be too broad to adequately capture the 
impact of the VPI program on school performance of at-risk chil-
dren. 

One possible reason why the division-level SOL analysis did not 
yield meaningful results is that overall SOL scores and pass rates 
have improved over the years, which has led to a corresponding 
reduction in variation across the divisions. Since 2000, the average 
scaled score for elementary students increased by about 50 points, 
an increase of nearly 12 percent. In 2000, ten percent of the school 
divisions had an average scaled score of less than 400. In 2006, no 
school division had an average scaled score below 410. As the lower 
performing divisions have improved more relative to the other di-
visions, factors such as race and poverty are no longer as signifi-
cant in explaining differences in SOL scores.  

The fact that poorer divisions are recording higher average SOL 
scores and pass rates indicates that at-risk students may be doing 
better academically. The VPI program has served at-risk pre-
schoolers since 1996, and may have contributed to the higher SOL 
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scores. However, the extent of VPI’s impact during the 2000 to 
2006 time period has not been documented. 

At-Risk Children Who Participated in Preschool Programs Had 
Higher Third Grade SOL Pass Rates Than Other At-Risk Children 

DOE was able to track a group of students from preschool through 
third grade to analyze 2007 third grade SOL test scores. DOE 
identified 3,466 third grade students who participated in publicly 
funded preschool programs in 2002-03. Publicly funded preschool 
programs include VPI, Head Start, Title I, Early Childhood Special 
Education, and Early Reading First. Based on DOE’s analysis, 
these students had average pass rates that were four to five points 
higher on the 2007 third grade SOL tests than other economically 
disadvantaged students (Table 23). 

Although DOE was unable to separate VPI students from students 
in other publicly funded preschool programs, this analysis shows 
that there appears to be longer term benefits of preschool for at-
risk children. However, more analysis needs to be conducted. 
DOE’s analysis only included a small proportion of all students 
who participated in a publicly funded preschool program and could 
not isolate VPI students from the group. Furthermore, it is cur-
rently not possible to track students beyond the third grade level 
in Virginia because 2002-03 was the first year that had a sizable 
number of preschoolers taking the PALS-PreK assessment.  

Table 23: Students with Pre-K Experience Had Higher Third 
Grade SOL Pass Rates Than Other Economically Disadvantaged 
Students (Spring 2007) 

 

Economically  
Disadvantaged Stu-
dents Who Partici-

pated in  
Publicly Funded 
Pre-K in 2002-03 

Other Economically  
Disadvantaged Students 

Reading 74% 69% 
Mathematics 85 81 
Science 84 79 
History and Social Science 90 86 

 

Source: Virginia Department of Education. 

BETTER TRACKING OF LONG-TERM TEST SCORE OUTCOMES 
FOR VPI GRADUATES SHOULD BE POSSIBLE IN THE FUTURE 

The inconclusive results of the division-level analysis of potential 
VPI impacts on third and fifth grade test outcomes help show the 
need for tracking VPI graduates throughout their schooling. Be-
cause JLARC staff did not have adequate data to enable a student-
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level analysis of long-term outcomes of VPI graduates, it was not 
possible to identify which of the third or fifth grade students who 
took the SOL tests in 2006 completed the VPI program as pre-
schoolers. Furthermore, DOE’s student-level analysis is limited by 
the size of the preschool cohort. However, DOE has added a new 
pre-K experience code for students beginning in the 2007-08 school 
year, which will enable the State to track students who entered a 
pre-K program in 2006-07 and beyond, and which should enable a 
more robust analysis of the VPI program in future years. 

Schools are now required to attach a pre-K experience code to pre-
school and kindergarten students in the student data they submit 
to DOE. The pre-K experience code identifies the current (for pre-
school students) or most recent (for kindergarten students) pre-
school experience of the student. The code will enable analysts to 
determine if the student had one of the following preschool experi-
ences: 

• coordinated pre-kindergarten classroom 
• Virginia Preschool Initiative 
• Title I pre-kindergarten 
• Head Start 
• coordinated special education 
• special education only 
• government with tuition charges 
• private provider 
• licensed family home provider 
• no formal or institutional pre-K program 
• other 

The new pre-K code should enable longitudinal studies of student 
outcomes based on their preschool experience. The code will also 
allow for comparisons between preschool arrangements such as 
VPI, Head Start, Title I, and private programs. Although the code 
is only applied to pre-K and kindergarten students, the pre-K ex-
perience of students in more advanced grades may also be identi-
fied by merging different years of student data to match students 
across years. For example, the pre-K experience of third graders in 
2010-11 could be identified by merging that year with the 2007-08 
school year and matching kindergarteners from 2007-08 with third 
graders from 2010-11 through their unique student identification 
number. 

While the new pre-K experience code will help identify many stu-
dents who completed the VPI program, there may be difficulties 
identifying the pre-K experience of all students. The ability to ac-
curately identify students will depend on coordination between 
school divisions and data verification by staff at DOE. Because it is 
not uncommon for students to move between school districts, new 
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students enter schools frequently, and the unique student identi-
fier will need to be known for those students who enrolled from a 
different school division in the State. Otherwise, it would be diffi-
cult to track these students from school to school and from year to 
year. Fortunately, DOE appears to have a system in place to en-
sure that student identifiers are correctly entered by verifying that 
identical student names and birth dates have identical student 
identifiers, in addition to other controls. However, students enroll-
ing in Virginia schools from out-of-state pose additional problems 
for accurately identifying the pre-K experience of all students. Be-
cause of out-of-state students, there will always be a proportion of 
students whose pre-K experience will be unknown. 
 

Recommendation (1). The Virginia Department of Education should 
conduct a longitudinal study of students who completed the Virginia 
Preschool Initiative (VPI) and other preschool programs to determine 
how these students perform on Standards of Learning (SOL) tests 
throughout school. The first such study should report on the perform-
ance of VPI graduates on the 2010-11 third grade SOL tests. 
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Kindergarten teacher respondents to a JLARC staff survey had favorable views of 
the quality of the pre-K program at their school, with 95 percent of respondents rat-
ing program quality as either very good or good. On average, teachers indicated that
more than 70 percent of their school’s pre-K graduates came to kindergarten “very
well prepared” academically and socially, with about 20 percent of graduates coming
“somewhat well prepared,” and less than 10 percent coming “not well prepared.” In
many instances, respondents indicated that students who were not well prepared
had special needs or circumstances. 

More than 80 percent of principals responding to the survey saw the pre-K program
at their school as “substantially increasing” the academic and social abilities of pre-
K graduates entering kindergarten. About 80 percent also saw at-risk pre-K gradu-
ates typically faring “equally well” or “better” than other school students over the
course of their elementary school experience. A cautionary note, however, is that
about 41 percent of principals indicated that the positive effects of the pre-K experi-
ence lasted to a grade level which fell short of elementary school completion. Both
principals and kindergarten teachers frequently cited an inability to serve more chil-
dren as a weakness of the program. 

Test scores are limited in what they can indicate about the per-
formance of VPI and its students. For example, the tests used in
the pre-K and kindergarten analyses address literacy but not other
academic skills. In addition, social maturity is part of school readi-
ness, but that is not captured in the tests considered. Therefore,
JLARC staff surveyed kindergarten teachers to find out how they
rate the social and academic readiness of the pre-K graduates of
their school who come into their classrooms. Principals were also
surveyed to find out how they see these pupils progressing during
their elementary school careers. 

Introductory comments on the surveys indicated that the surveys
were going to schools with VPI classrooms because the study was
about VPI. However, for ease of completion by the teachers and
principals, particularly those in schools with blended pre-K classes
(VPI-funded students as well as students funded by other pro-
grams), kindergarten teachers and principals were asked about the
performance of their school’s at-risk pre-K program graduates.
Thus, some survey responses may address some other at-risk pre-
K students in addition to VPI-funded students. 
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Kindergarten teachers receive the graduates of VPI and other pre-
school programs into their classrooms, and are in a unique position
to comment on the kindergarten-readiness of these students aca-
demically and socially. Some academic research has raised ques-
tions about how well teachers define and assess “kindergarten
readiness,” with concerns focusing on how well this is done by
teachers with lower education levels. However, in practice, at-risk 
preschool graduates must respond to the expectations of the kin-
dergarten teacher to whom they are assigned. 

KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS INDICATE THAT PRE-K SEEMS TO 
HELP PREPARE AT-RISK STUDENTS FOR SCHOOL 

Surveys were sent to 1,764 kindergarten teachers to seek their 
perspective on VPI. An effort was made to limit the surveys sent to
teachers in elementary schools actually housing a VPI program. As
an authoritative listing of VPI schools from DOE was lacking,
some teachers received surveys in schools which did not have VPI. 
Of the 618 surveys returned to JLARC staff (a 35 percent response 
rate), 495 kindergarten teachers reported that they had at least 
one graduate of VPI in their kindergarten class in 2006-07. An-
other 121 teachers did not, and therefore these teachers did not 
complete the remainder of the instrument. 

Before asking the kindergarten teachers about their experiences 
with their own school’s pre-K program and its graduates, the
teachers were asked about their general attitude regarding the
usefulness of pre-K. Kindergarten teachers were asked if they 
“think that pre-K programs are a useful vehicle for preparing at-
risk children for kindergarten” socially as well as academically. 
More than 90 percent rated pre-K as “very useful” for kindergarten
socially, and just less than 90 percent rated it as “very useful” aca-
demically (Table 24). 

Table 24: Most Kindergarten Teachers View Pre-K Programs as 
Useful for Preparing At-Risk Children for Kindergarten 

Usefulness Socially Academically 
Very Useful 93% 89% 

Source: Analysis of May 2007 JLARC staff survey of kindergarten teachers, n = 495. 

Somewhat Useful 6% 10% 
Not Very Useful 1% 1% 

Kindergarten teachers were then asked about the extent of pre-
paredness in 2006-07 kindergarten class students who had at-
tended a pre-K class at their school. More than 70 percent of the
responding kindergarten teachers rated the pre-K graduates as 
“very well prepared” (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: Kindergarten Teachers Report That Most Pre-K Students Are Prepared Both 
Academically and Socially 

Percentage of Pre-K Graduates Percentage of Pre-K Graduates 
Academically Prepared Socially Prepared 

Not well Not well 

Very well 
prepared, 

71%

prepared, prepared, 
8% 7% 

Somewhat Somewhat
 
well 
 well 


prepared,
 prepared,
 
21%
 19% Very well 

prepared, 
74% 

Source: Analysis of May 2007 JLARC staff survey of kindergarten teachers in schools with pre-K classes for "at-risk" students. 

It should be noted that many teachers commented that a lack of 
preparedness on the part of some students was not a reflection 
upon the pre-K program. Some examples of these comments follow: 

The child [in my class] that was not academically successful 
was developmentally delayed and received no support in 
the home. His lack of success was not due to the instruction 
and/or care that he received from the pre-K program. 

* * * 

One of the three from our school’s pre-K program has been 
in child study for emotional disabilities (screened in child 
study in pre-K). This child was not as prepared socially and 
emotionally. 

* * * 

This particular child has significant developmental delays. 
While the exposure was beneficial, he wasn’t well-prepared 
academically or socially because of these delays. 

* * * 

The two students that were not well-prepared have also had 
trouble in kindergarten. They have been found eligible to
receive special education services. 

Kindergarten teachers were also asked how they would rate the
quality of their school’s pre-K program. With 494 responses, the 
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results were 73 percent “very good,” 22 percent “good,” 4 percent 
“fair,” and less than one percent “poor” or “very poor.” 

Kindergarten teachers were also asked open-ended questions
about what they saw as the strengths and weaknesses of their
school’s pre-K program. The leading responses in terms of noted
strengths included development of academic and social skills, ex-
posure to school routines, and exposure to appropriate behavior in 
a school setting. The leading weaknesses noted were an inability to
serve more children (cited by about 16 percent of respondents), fol-
lowed by the need for greater academic preparation (about 8 per-
cent of respondents), the need for more attention to discipline and 
behavior (about 4 percent), and class sizes that are too large (about
4 percent). Many teachers did not note any weaknesses. 

PRINCIPALS THINK THAT PRE-K SUBSTANTIALLY INCREASES 
AT-RISK STUDENTS’ SOCIAL AND ACADEMIC ABILITIES 

In the spring of 2007, surveys were sent to 471 elementary school
principals to seek their perspective on VPI. (Again, an effort was
made to limit the surveys sent to principals of elementary schools 
housing a VPI program, but this was hampered by the lack of an 
authoritative listing of VPI schools.) Of the 174 surveys returned 
to JLARC staff (a 37 percent response rate), 160 principals re-
ported that they had one or more VPI classrooms. Another 14 prin-
cipals did not, and therefore these principals did not complete the
remainder of the instrument. 

Principals were asked how they “think that that the preschool ex-
perience has typically impacted the social and academic abilities of 
their school’s at-risk pre-K students coming into kindergarten.”
Table 25 shows the results.  

Table 25: All Principals Responding Said Preschool Increased 
At-Risk Pre-K Student Abilities 

Usefulness Social Abilitya Academic Abilityb 

Substantially Increased 89% 83% 

a n = 157. 
b n = 156. 

Source: Analysis of May 2007 JLARC staff survey of elementary school principals. 

Somewhat Increased 11% 17% 
Has Had No Effect  0% 0% 
Resulted in Negative Changes 0% 0% 

To the extent that principals thought that the pre-K experience at 
their school positively impacts the social and academic success of 
students, principals were asked, “How long do you typically see 
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sidered at high risk of 
failing in school, the 
fact that 79 percent of 
principals reported 
that their pre-K 
graduates typically 
do equally well or 
better than other stu-
dents during their 
elementary school 
career is a positive 
finding. 

those positive effects continuing?” Table 26 shows the results. 
About 60 percent saw those positive effects continuing through the 
completion of elementary school. However, about 40 percent did 
not see the positive effects lasting through to elementary school 
completion. 

Table 26: Most Principals See Positive Effects of Preschool 
Continuing 

Percent 

Through and including at least the 2nd grade year  82% 
Through and including at least the 1st grade year 91% 

Through and including at least the 3rd grade year 
59% 
69% 

Through and including the completion of elementary school 

Source: Analysis of May 2007 JLARC staff survey of elementary school principals, n = 140 (ex-
cludes 20 miscellaneous responses not indicating a grade level or school completion). 

Principals were asked how their pre-K graduates performed on 
third grade SOLs (Table 27). About 44 percent indicated that they 
could not answer this question or did not know. Very few respon-
dents who could answer the question think that it is typical for the 
pre-K graduates to score below the SOL pass threshold on this 
test. Most principals think that pre-K graduates are typically
above the pass threshold but not by much, although more than
one-quarter think that their pre-K graduates are substantially
above the pass threshold. 

Table 27: Principal Responses to How Their School’s Pre-K 
Graduates Typically Perform on Third Grade SOL Tests 

Percent 
(All Responses 

Included)a 

Percent 
(Excluding 

Don’t Know) b 

Substantially above the pass threshold 15% 27% 
Above the pass threshold, but not by much 39% 70% 
Below the pass threshold 1% 2% 
Cannot answer / do not know 44% --

a n = 151. 
bn = 84. 

Source: Analysis of May 2007 JLARC staff survey of elementary school principals. Given that pre-K 
serves children con-

Principals were asked how they think at-risk pre-K students “typi-
cally fare” over the course of their elementary school experience. 
Table 28 shows these results. Given that pre-K serves children 
considered at high risk of failing in school, the fact that 79 percent 
of principals reported that their pre-K graduates typically do
equally well or better than other students during their elementary 
school career is a positive finding. 
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Principals were also asked how they would rate the quality of their 
school’s pre-K program. With 160 responses, the results were 74 
percent “very good,” 24 percent “good,” and 2 percent “fair.” 

Table 28: Principals Indicate How They Think At-Risk Pre-K 
Graduates “Typically Fare” in Elementary School 

How Graduates Typically Fare Percent 
They do better than other students. 11% 
They do equally well. 68% 
They do not do as well, but rarely need to be held back or 


They do not do as well and it is not unusual for them to be 
held back or placed in special education.  3% 

placed in special education. 18% 


Source: Analysis of May 2007 JLARC staff survey of elementary school principals, n = 142. 

Finally, principals were asked about what they saw as the 
strengths and weaknesses of their school’s pre-K program. The
most frequently noted strengths were (1) the quality of the teach-
ers/staff, (2) social skill development, (3) academic skill develop-
ment/literacy instruction, (4) the prescribed curriculum or content
of the program, (5) parent communication and outreach, and (6) 
exposure of the students to a school setting, routines, peers, and 
expectations. Overwhelmingly, the most frequently noted weak-
ness was the inability to serve more children. 
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Because most local VPI programs are administered through the public school sys-
tem, the State’s existing administrative support structure for VPI appears to be
largely adequate and only small adjustments are warranted. Approximately two-
thirds of school divisions administering VPI indicate that they are satisfied with the
State support structures in place, though many indicate that increased communica-
tion and coordination among VPI programs would be helpful. If the State expands
the VPI program, particularly to include providers outside of the public school sys-
tem, increased levels of State administrative support would likely be needed. If the
State is to increase its level of support, efforts should focus on facilitating increased
classroom observations and teacher mentoring and enhancing support for profes-
sional development. 

Across the country, state administrative support for publicly
funded preschool programs ranges greatly. Virginia and some 
other states provide little administrative support while others pro-
vide a much greater level of support. States also vary in their or-
ganizational structure for administering and supporting preschool.
Some administer their publicly funded preschool programs
through the state department of education while others administer 
preschool through departments that have been developed to coor-
dinate all aspects of early childhood care and learning. Virginia
currently administers VPI through the State Department of Edu-
cation (DOE); however, the development of a State-level office to 
consolidate early childhood programs in the Commonwealth, in-
cluding VPI, is currently under consideration. 

In terms of the level of State administrative support for preschool,
those states with mixed-provider models that include private and
non-profit child care facilities outside public schools appear to have
the greatest levels of support for their programs. Both states with
mixed-provider models and states whose programs are affiliated
with the public schools seem to agree that additional levels of sup-
port are needed when a mixed-provider model is in place. Because
Virginia’s VPI program may be expanding and moving towards a
more mixed-provider model, it is important to consider the ade-
quacy of existing State administrative support and how best the 
State could improve its level of support. 
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STATE ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT STRUCTURES APPEAR 
LARGELY ADEQUATE FOR EXISTING PROGRAM 

As mentioned, the level of administrative support and oversight 
the State currently provides to the VPI program is less than that 
provided for some other state-supported preschool programs. Vir-
ginia’s State support largely consists of two part-time consultants 
that conduct site visits of local VPI programs and one staff person 
providing technical support to local programs. DOE staff have also 
developed standards for what four-year-old children should know 
and be able to do when entering kindergarten. 

Site visits to local VPI programs are an important factor in ensur-
ing that local programs comply with the State’s standards for the 
VPI program. Current funding levels of $20,000 annually allow the 
two part-time consultants to conduct site visits to 75 percent of lo-
cal VPI programs once a biennium. To ensure every local VPI pro-
gram gets visited at least once a biennium, DOE staff conduct site
visits to the remaining 25 percent of programs. An increase in 
funding of approximately $10,000 to allow the consultants to visit 
all programs during a biennium may be warranted to support this 
effort. 

Classroom observations are one component of the site visits. How-
ever, the biennual site visits do not include observations of every
VPI classroom in the division. Therefore, some classes could go
years without being observed by anyone on the State’s behalf.  

As indicated in Chapter 3, DOE field consultants record the results 
of their site visits and classroom observations on the VPI Site Visit 
Instrument. DOE staff indicate that the primary purpose of the 
Site Visit Instrument is to ensure that divisions are meeting the
State’s statutory and administrative requirements for the VPI pro-
gram. At the conclusion of the site visit, the consultants meet with
the local VPI staff to provide feedback and suggestions for improv-
ing the program and classroom environment. The consultants do 
not use a particular assessment tool for their classroom observa-
tions, but rather rely on personal expertise in the area of early 
childhood education. 

DOE maintains paper copies of the VPI Site Visit Instruments 
completed by the field consultants, but there is not a formal proc-
ess for tracking the information on the forms. Also, because the in-
strument was designed to demonstrate whether local programs are
meeting the State’s structural program requirements, there is no 
formal method for tracking specific data on classroom quality that
is derived from the classroom observations. To facilitate assess-
ments of overall classroom quality, DOE may want to devise a 
method to track data on classroom quality.  
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Technical support provided by DOE to local VPI programs includes 
disseminating program information, responding to questions, and
collecting data. Current data collections request information such 
as the number of students enrolled, the number of schools or cen-
ters with VPI, the number of instructional staff, and the creden-
tials of instructional staff. To supplement this information, DOE 
should also request local programs to provide the names of schools
with VPI classrooms and the number of VPI classrooms by school. 

In addition to the site visits and technical support provided by
DOE, staff developed Virginia’s Foundation Blocks for Early 
Learning, which are the State’s learning standards for four-year-
olds to prepare them for kindergarten. A curriculum rubric has 
also been developed to help divisions select curriculum that is con-
sistent with the Foundation Blocks. 

Because most localities in Virginia (more than 95 percent) admin-
ister VPI through the public school division, the existing levels of
State administrative support may be adequate for the current pro-
gram. This is reflected in the response of approximately two-thirds 
of divisions indicating they are satisfied with the current level of 
State support (other than financial) for the program. (The remain-
ing approximately one-third of divisions indicated that they were 
either not satisfied or undecided about the level of State adminis-
trative support.) This level of satisfaction is likely because public
school divisions have support mechanisms in place from which VPI
programs are able to benefit. Even so, current VPI program direc-
tors indicate that additional State support would be useful, such as
opportunities to facilitate the exchange of information and ideas
between local VPI programs. These opportunities, such as confer-
ences for VPI coordinators, would allow coordinators across the 
State to share information on matters such as specific activities to 
effectively engage students in learning, and would allow DOE to
provide information about updates to the program. 

Recommendation (2). The General Assembly may wish to provide the 
resources needed to enable the Department of Education to (1) facili-
tate information sharing across local Virginia Preschool Initiative 
programs about how the programs are being implemented, and (2) 
keep local program coordinators well-informed of program updates or 
changes. 

IF VPI EXPANDS, INCREASED LEVELS OF STATE  
ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT WILL LIKELY BE NEEDED 

If the State expands the VPI program to include more private and 
non-profit child care providers, increased levels of State adminis-
trative support will likely be needed to maintain program quality. 

Chapter 7: Assessment of State Administrative Support Structures for VPI 97 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Efforts to enhance State administrative support of local programs
should primarily focus in two areas—facilitating increased obser-
vations of classrooms and teacher mentoring, and increasing pro-
fessional development opportunities for teachers. These two factors
are largely undisputed as being linked to preschool program qual-
ity. They are also the areas mentioned most frequently by school
divisions where additional State administrative support would be
useful. 

Increased Classroom Observations and Teacher Mentoring 

There is a general consensus that the best way to determine class-
room quality is through classroom observations. Further, the re-
sults of such observations can be used to mentor teachers and in-
form professional development efforts. Therefore, Virginia may 
want to increase the capability to conduct classroom observations.
There are a number of approaches for doing this.   

Some states employ or contract with a large number of field con-
sultants to conduct classroom observations and provide mentoring. 
For example, Georgia has 25 field consultants that visit every pre-
school classroom twice per year. One visit is for evaluative pur-
poses and the other is to provide technical assistance and mentor-
ing. While this approach ensures a level of consistency among field
consultants, it is also expensive and may not be fully embraced by 
local providers who feel they are being evaluated and supported by 
outside individuals who are unfamiliar with their unique needs.
There may also be concerns over the objectivity of consultants if 
they are also providing technical assistance, as well as their avail-
ability for providing assistance throughout the year. 

Another approach advocated by some experts and local school divi-
sion staff is using local personnel to conduct observations and pro-
vide follow-up mentoring and support. For example, a designated
local VPI employee could conduct observations and provide techni-
cal assistance and mentoring, or certain centers designated as pro-
viding high quality programs could conduct observations of and 
provide mentoring and assistance to other centers. Such an ap-
proach would still require State support for training local evalua-
tors and mentors to ensure VPI program consistency across the 
State. Also, a financial incentive would be needed to compensate
individuals for taking on this responsibility. However, this would
likely be less costly than expanding the number of contractors or
employees at the State level. There is also the benefit that evalua-
tors and mentors would be known by local programs, familiar with
their unique regional issues, and accessible to local programs to
provide assistance throughout the year. However, a drawback with
this approach is that observations conducted by local personnel 
may not be completely objective. 
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Star Quality Initiative 
Virginia's Star Quality 
Initiative is a voluntary 
5-star rating system 
that promotes program 
quality in both public 
and private preschool 
settings based on a 
statewide quality rating 
and improvement sys-
tem (QRIS). 

A further consideration is that Virginia’s Star Quality Initiative 
includes both an observation and mentoring component. Under
this initiative, programs are to be assessed biennially by a cohort 
of trained Star Quality Raters who will be regularly rated them-
selves for consistency and reliability. On-site visits and observa-
tions will be conducted by the raters to determine which level des-
ignation a facility will receive and to ensure consistency among 
programs. Classrooms will be observed for four to six hours, and 
for those facilities with more than one classroom, a subset of class-
rooms will be randomly selected for observation. Observations for 
the Star Quality Initiative will begin in late 2007 starting with a
pilot of 200 classrooms and 20 raters. The number of classrooms 
observed and raters needed is anticipated to grow as the initiative 
expands. 

The Star Quality Initiative will also provide a locally-selected co-
hort of trained mentors assigned for each provider to assist pro-
grams in improving their quality and moving up to the next level.
Mentors will be local early childhood experts with first hand ex-
perience working in high quality child care settings. The purpose
of the mentors will be to provide guidance to programs on improv-
ing quality, and they will have a distinct and separate role from
the Star Quality raters. 

Regardless of the approach taken and particularly if the VPI pro-
gram expands, Virginia should consider increasing the capacity to
conduct classroom observations of local VPI programs and to pro-
vide technical assistance and mentoring related to the outcomes of 
these observations. Moreover, the State should develop a more
formal method for tracking the results of classroom observations, 
and should consider adopting a particular instrument to use when 
conducting observations. 

Recommendation (3). The General Assembly may wish to increase 
the State’s capacity to facilitate classroom observations of local Vir-
ginia Preschool Initiative programs and the provision of technical as-
sistance and mentoring to help programs improve. The State should
also develop a formal method for tracking the results of classroom ob-
servations, and it should adopt a particular instrument(s) to use for 
conducting observations. 

Increased Support for Professional Development 

Requiring regularly scheduled professional development for teach-
ers is also an area that experts agree is critical for improving and
maintaining preschool classroom quality. Virginia currently pro-
vides minimal professional development support for VPI teachers,
primarily requiring that teachers receive at least 15 classroom 
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hours of professional development annually. While a State-
managed approach to professional development may not be ideal,
Virginia could do more to support the development of its VPI
teachers. 

In many other states, the state plays a more explicit role in sup-
porting professional development for preschool teachers. For ex-
ample, both Georgia and North Carolina hold annual training con-
ferences for preschool program directors and/or teachers. Georgia
also partners with Georgia State University to provide training for 
all new preschool teachers. In addition, many states appear to 
partner and coordinate with local regions to provide workshops 
and other training opportunities for preschool staff. 

Web-based professional development for preschool teachers is an-
other approach to training that is being explored and may yield 
useful results. For example, Michigan has developed web-based 
professional development for preschool teachers and program ad-
ministrators, although the program is criticized for not being in-
teractive enough. 

The University of Virginia has developed My Teaching Partner 
(MTP), which is a web-based professional development tool for pre-
school teachers. MTP provides teachers with support from their 
own online consultant, a teaching expert who assists teachers by 
regularly (about twice monthly) observing, debriefing, and extend-
ing teachers’ educational practice. MTP also provides a set of web-
based resources to support high quality teaching, including re-
search-based educational curricula designed to support the devel-
opment of early language, literacy, and social relationships in pre-
school students. In addition, MTP includes interactive 
development activities and numerous video demonstrations of ef-
fective practice taken from actual preschool classrooms. As of 2006,
235 preschool teachers across the State were participating in a
two-year field trial of MTP. 

Many local VPI programs would benefit from increased profes-
sional development opportunities which the State could help sup-
port. Because of the differences in regional needs, teacher learning
styles, and characteristics of different VPI programs, a one-size-
fits-all approach would not be most effective, but rather a myriad 
of professional development opportunities may lead to the best re-
sults. For example, as mentioned previously, an annual State con-
ference for VPI coordinators and/or teachers would assist DOE in
informing local VPI staff of changes in the VPI program and would 
allow local VPI personnel to network and share best practices.  

In addition, the State may want to explore partnering with univer-
sities in the Commonwealth that have developed expertise in early 
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childhood education to provide training for teachers on a local
level. The State could also build on web-based professional devel-
opment efforts to provide professional development to teachers 
statewide, and increased availability of mentors, as discussed 
above, would provide specific feedback to individual teachers. To 
determine the most effective combination of professional develop-
ment opportunities and the related costs of these opportunities, it 
may be beneficial for the Secretary of Education’s Office and DOE 
to develop a proposed professional development plan for the State
to support the VPI program.   

Recommendation (4). The General Assembly may wish to direct the 
Secretary of Education’s Office and the Department of Education to 
develop a proposed professional development plan for the State to
support the Virginia Preschool Initiative program. 
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Based on a per-pupil amount of $5,700, the Appropriation Act provided $43.7 mil-
lion in FY 2007 to cover the State’s share of the VPI program. To determine
whether these amounts are adequate to provide a quality preschool program, es-
timates can be based on the cost of (1) achieving parity with K-12 education, (2)
attaining unmet standards, (3) providing high-quality preschool reported by Vir-
ginia school divisions, or (4) providing high-quality preschool estimated by na-
tional experts. The most reasonable approaches appear to be basing estimates on
achieving parity with K-12, which yields an estimated per-pupil amount of $7,920
and a State cost of $61.4 million, or on costs estimated by Virginia school divi-
sions, which yields an estimated per-pupil amount of $6,790 and a State cost of 
$53.3 million. State costs could thereby increase by about $10 million to $18 mil-
lion annually over FY 2007 funding levels, depending on the approach used. 

For the 2006-07 school year, the Appropriation Act provides $43.7
million to cover the State’s share of the VPI program. (An addi-
tional $2.5 million is provided for VPI pilot programs with private
and non-profit providers.) This funding amount is based on Vir-
ginia’s allocation of $5,700 per child for the VPI program and an 
average State share of approximately 63 percent of total program
costs. There has been concern that the per-pupil level of funding
recognized by the State is not adequate to provide a high-quality
preschool program, and many local VPI programs supplement this
per-pupil amount. 

To explore the cost of high-quality preschool and comply with the 
mandate for this study, JLARC staff evaluated the additional costs 
of aligning components of VPI with the Quality Standards Check-
list recommended by the National Institute for Early Education
Research (NIEER). Staff also evaluated other approaches to esti-
mating the cost of high-quality preschool. 

COST OF ACHIEVING PARITY WITH K-12 EDUCATION 

NIEER asserts that state expenditures to support preschool pro-
grams are a key indicator of each state’s commitment to expanding
access and ensuring educational adequacy for young children. It 
further contends that state K-12 spending per child may serve as a
reasonable benchmark for the state share of the cost of preschool
education. This is referred to as the parity spending level because 
it would equalize state spending for younger children with their K-
12 peers. According to NIEER, there is little reason to expect state 
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Achieving parity with 
K-12 public education 
results in a per-pupil 
amount of $7,920. 

support for preschool to be adequate if it falls below the state K-12
expenditure per child for a full day, or half that amount for a half 
day of preschool education. 

In Virginia, the total FY 2006 per-pupil expenditure amount for 
public education reported in the Superintendent’s Annual Report 
for Virginia is $9,755. However, this per-pupil amount includes a
number of items that are not relevant or appropriate for a pre-
school program. These include summer school, adult education,
and various incentive and categorical programs such as special 
education and vocational education programs. In order to build a 
comparable K-12 per-pupil funding amount for preschool, JLARC 
staff considered only those costs for instructional personnel and 
the Standards of Quality (SOQ) support costs. The most recent
prevailing elementary teacher salary and instructional aide salary 
costs, instructional fringe benefit assumptions for the upcoming
biennium, and the FY 2008 SOQ support costs result in an esti-
mated statewide per-pupil cost of $7,920. This estimate could be 
considered the parity per-pupil amount for preschool in Virginia.
The parity per-pupil amount results in a total VPI program cost of
$97.9 million annually with a State share of $61.4 million—
approximately $18 million more than was provided for the VPI
State share in FY 2007.  

The parity funding level is predicated on the assumption that VPI
teachers receive salaries and benefits at the same level as K-12 
teachers in public schools. However, experts caution that this could 
lead to equity concerns if less highly trained VPI teachers are paid 
at the same level as their certified counterparts in the public 
school system. This could be more of an issue if the VPI program is 
expanded and more children are served by providers located out-
side of public schools where the proportion of teachers without 
comparable credentials may increase. 

An alternative for addressing this concern is to use a graduated re-
imbursement schedule, similar to the approach used in Georgia.
Georgia adjusts preschool per-child reimbursement amounts based 
on the education level of the lead teacher. A base per-child reim-
bursement level is used when the lead teacher has either a two-
year or Montessori degree. For the 2007-08 school year, the per-
child reimbursement amount increases by approximately nine per-
cent if the lead teacher has a four-year college degree. If the lead
teacher is certified, the per-child reimbursement amount increases
by another approximately 18 percent. 

Using a graduated reimbursement schedule for VPI based on lead 
teacher educational attainment would yield little savings for the 
current VPI program because 98 percent of VPI teachers already 
have a bachelor’s degree. However, it would address any equity 
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concerns that could arise within the current program. Further, it
would establish a means for addressing potential inequity concerns 
if the VPI program is expanded. 

COST OF ATTAINING CURRENTLY UNMET STANDARDS 

Chapter 3 discussed five standards advocated by NIEER and the
National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) that have been linked to quality but are not met by the 
VPI program. The unmet NIEER standards are requiring (1) com-
prehensive early learning standards, (2) lead teachers to have a
BA, and (3) assistant teachers to have a Child Development Asso-
ciate (CDA) or equivalent. Selected NAEYC standards addressed 
in Chapter 3 include requiring teaching staff to be evaluated at 
least annually and all children to receive developmental screen-
ings. One approach to estimating the cost of a quality preschool 
program is determining how much it would cost for the VPI pro-
gram to meet each of these standards. To some extent, the State
cost for meeting these standards could be zero because the State
could simply mandate that VPI programs must comply. However, 
some of the standards may be difficult for local programs to meet,
and the State may, therefore, want to support their efforts in doing
this. 

The cost of attaining unmet standards is considerably less than 
the parity approach. Depending on the level of support the State 
wished to provide, the additional State costs for meeting the
NIEER standards ranges from approximately $20,000 to $275,000. 
The additional State costs to meet select NAEYC standards is es-
timated to be about $95,000 in the first year and $15,000 thereaf-
ter. 

Comprehensive Early Learning Standards - NIEER Standard 

As indicated in Chapter 3, DOE staff expect VPI to meet NIEER’s
comprehensive early learning benchmark by the 2007-08 school 
year. The State has modified the Virginia Foundation Blocks for 
Early Learning Standards so that they meet NIEER’s definition of 
comprehensive, and DOE staff expect most local VPI programs to 
continue to align their curriculum with the updated Foundation 
Blocks. Therefore, other than providing technical support to those 
divisions who may have trouble aligning their curriculum, the cost 
of meeting this standard should be negligible. 

Lead Teachers Hold a Bachelor’s Degree - NIEER Standard 

For the 2007-08 school year, there were only three school divi-
sions— Fairfax County, Fauquier County, and the City of Alexan-
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dria—where all VPI lead teachers did not hold a bachelor’s degree. 
The lead teachers without bachelor’s degrees in these divisions
constitute 15 of the 869 (1.7 percent) of the lead VPI teachers in
the State. Therefore, the most practical approach to meeting this 
benchmark may be to grandfather in all existing teachers, but re-
quire all new teachers to hold a bachelor’s degree. It is unclear 
whether this approach would immediately allow the State to meet 
the NIEER benchmark, but it would guarantee that all lead teach-
ers would hold the degree in the relatively near future. An alterna-
tive would be to assist lead teachers in obtaining their bachelor’s
degree through scholarship assistance. Given the small number of
teachers, and the fact that they would likely spread this effort out 
over several years, the cost of scholarship assistance to the State
would be minimal. 

One potential concern with the approaches discussed above could
arise if the State expands the VPI program and includes more 
child care service providers that are not located in public schools.
The proportion of teachers in these centers that do not hold a bach-
elor’s degree is unknown, but it may be greater than those pro-
grams in the public schools. However, the State could stipulate 
that any new VPI providers must meet the standard of requiring 
all lead teachers to hold a bachelor’s degree.  

Assistant Teachers Hold a CDA – NIEER Standard 

Requiring all VPI assistant teachers to hold a CDA would likely be
a more difficult and costly benchmark to meet than requiring lead 
teachers to have a bachelor’s degree. As mentioned previously, as
of the 2007-08 school year, only 40 percent of assistant teachers 
held a CDA or higher. The State could grandfather in all existing 
VPI assistant teachers and require new teachers to hold a CDA or 
better, but that would still leave a large cohort of assistant teach-
ers in the VPI program without a CDA for the foreseeable future. 
Alternatively, the State could provide financial assistance to help
assistant teachers obtain a CDA. Given the limited income of 
many assistant teachers, State assistance would likely help them
obtain a CDA in a more timely fashion. Several states that cur-
rently require teachers to obtain higher levels of educational at-
tainment provide scholarship assistance for this purpose. 

Many assistant teachers obtain their CDA training through a com-
munity college. The total cost of obtaining a CDA reported by John 
Tyler Community College (JTCC) is approximately $1,750. This
includes four required courses, student fees, books, and application 
to the Council for Professional Recognition to receive a CDA cer-
tificate. (Additional requirements exist for obtaining a CDA but
without significant specified costs attached.) Staff at JTCC indi-
cate that most assistant teachers would probably take one course 
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per semester, which would result in a two-year process to obtain 
the CDA. (Most states imposing increased educational require-
ments on assistant teachers also have typically allowed multiple 
years for teachers to obtain specified credentials, and in some
cases waivers are provided if teachers are at least showing a good 
faith effort to increase educational levels.) 

The Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS) already funds
the Virginia Child Care Provider Scholarship Program (VCCPSP)
which covers the cost of tuition for CDA courses and technology 
fees at community colleges, which is approximately $1,000 of the
total CDA cost based on the JTCC program. However, DSS staff
indicate that the demand for this program already outstrips the 
supply of funds available—$600,000 annually. If the State were to
fund the tuition and fee costs for all VPI assistant teachers cur-
rently without a CDA to obtain one, the cost would be approxi-
mately $275,000 annually for two years if all assistant teachers ob-
tained their CDAs over a two-year period. The State could give
priority to VPI assistant teachers over assistant teachers outside 
the program, but this would result in decreased funding for non-
VPI assistant teachers. 

Another less costly method for obtaining CDA training is directly 
from DSS rather than through a community college. Assistant
teachers are able to obtain their CDA training through DSS’ Help-
ing and Nurturing Developmental Stages (HANDS) curriculum.
The cost of the HANDS curriculum (not including application to
the Council for Professional Recognition) is $65. If assistant teach-
ers obtained their CDA training through the HANDS program, the
cost would be significantly less—around $35,000 per year in total,
of which approximately $20,000 would be the State share. The 
HANDS program may be a less appealing route for some assistant 
teachers because students in the HANDS program do not obtain 
college credits while students earning CDAs through community 
colleges receive credits that can be applied to higher credentials. In 
addition to obtaining CDA training through community colleges 
and DSS, other options exist for obtaining CDA training.  

Teaching Staff Evaluated at Least Annually – NAEYC Standard 

The cost to the State of requiring annual evaluations of teaching 
staff should be minimal. Evaluations could be conducted by local 
program directors or VPI administrators. Further, 93 percent of 
school divisions report that they already evaluate their VPI teach-
ing staff every year. 
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Virginia school divi-
sions report a pre-
vailing per-pupil 
amount of $6,790 as 
needed for high-
quality preschool. 

Children Receive Developmental Screenings – NAEYC Standard 

Because many state-supported preschool programs serve at-risk 
children, some experts and states have determined that it is pru-
dent for all children to receive developmental screenings. Based on 
a commonly used instrument in Virginia and other states, the 
start-up cost of conducting developmental screens is approximately 
$1,000 for the initial screening manual and materials, and annual 
per-student screening costs are about $2. These estimates only in-
clude the direct cost of the screening instrument and do not in-
clude an estimate of the time of local staff to conduct the screen-
ings. One Virginia school division indicated it would be difficult to 
estimate a cost amount for the staff time needed to conduct the 
screenings. 

Seventy-seven percent of school divisions report that they already
conduct a developmental screen of all VPI students even though 
this cost is not recognized by the State. The State could mandate 
that the remaining 23 percent of divisions incorporate this stan-
dard as well. The State could also subsidize the cost of develop-
mental screenings. The State share of the initial start-up materials 
for the screening instrument and per-student costs for screenings 
is approximately $95,000. The State’s share of the annual cost of
developmental screenings conducted after the first year would be 
approximately $15,000. 

COST OF PROVIDING HIGH-QUALITY PRESCHOOL                  
REPORTED BY VIRGINIA SCHOOL DIVISIONS 

Many Virginia school divisions report that the State’s assumption 
of $5,700 per pupil for the VPI program is too low for them to pro-
vide a quality program. Of 78 school divisions providing informa-
tion on the adequacy of the State’s recognized per-pupil amount,
38 divisions, many of them rural, reported $5,700 as adequate and 
40 divisions responded that this amount is too low. For those re-
sponding that the amount is too low, the adequate per-pupil
amounts they reported ranged from $5,800 to $17,958. The prevail-
ing amount across all divisions of the adequate per-pupil amount,
including those reporting $5,700 as adequate, is $6,790. Based on 
FY 2007 VPI student enrollment, a $6,790 per-pupil amount would 
result in a total program cost of $83.9 million with a State share of
$53.3 million. This is $9.6 million more than the FY 2007 State 
VPI amount. 

One reason many of the school divisions reported that $5,700 is too
low is likely due to their personnel costs. Instructional personnel 
costs make up nearly two-thirds of the total program costs. For FY 
2007, the prevailing salary for preschool teachers and aides re-
ported by school divisions was $42,012 and $15,299, respectively. 
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Prevailing Costs 
Prevailing costs are 
calculated through the 
use of a linear 
weighted average. A 
linear weighted aver-
age is a measure of 
central tendency 
across divisions that 
weights reported unit 
costs near the median 
more heavily than 
costs in the extremes. 

Types of School 
Divisions 
City divisions include 
urban divisions, which 
are located in metro-
politan statistical areas 
(MSAs) that are less 
than 80 square miles in 
land area, and divi-
sions in rural cities and 
towns, which are lo-
cated outside of MSAs 
and are less than 80 
square miles in land 
area. 

Suburban divisions are 
located in MSAs with 
80 or more square 
miles in land area. 

Rural divisions are 
located outside of 
MSAs and have 80 or 
more square miles in 
land area.  

These salaries are comparable to the prevailing salaries for public
elementary school teachers and aides that will be used to deter-
mine State public education funding for the upcoming biennium.
The prevailing elementary teacher and aide salaries that will be 
used for purposes of determining SOQ funding for the 2008-10 bi-
ennium are $41,390 and $14,820, respectively. (Localities in 
Northern Virginia will receive an additional cost of competing ad-
justment for their salaries.) Given that the parity K-12 spending 
level of $7,920 discussed previously is based on these prevailing 
instructional salary costs, it is not surprising that many school di-
visions find $5,700, which is 28 percent less than the parity 
amount, to be too low. 

Another factor related to divisions’ determination of whether 
$5,700 is reported as adequate or nearly adequate is whether they
are in city, suburban, or rural localities. As shown in Table 29, the 
average per-pupil amount deemed as adequate varies across city, 
suburban, and rural divisions with city divisions indicating the
highest average per-pupil amount as necessary. The average per-
pupil amount indicated as adequate in city divisions was $7,883. 
The average per-pupil amount indicated as adequate in suburban
divisions was $7,578, and the average per-pupil amount indicated 
as adequate in rural divisions was $6,053. The table shows that
while the majority of rural school divisions may have reported that
$5,700 per pupil is adequate or nearly adequate, this is not the
case in the majority of city and suburban school divisions where
the cost of living is higher. 

Table 29: Per-Pupil Costs of Providing High-Quality Preschool 
Higher in City School Divisions 

Number 
Number Reporting Prevailing Percent of VPI 

Reporting Per-Pupil Per-Pupil Children 
$5,700 as Amount Amount  Served, 

Division Typea Adequate Above $5,700 Reported 2006-07 
City (Urban &
 

Suburban, n=20  6 14 $7,578 28% 
Rural City), n=16  4 12 $7,883 46% 


Rural, n=42 28 14 $6,053 25% 
Total, n=78 38 40 $6,790 ~100% 

aBased on the 2004 JLARC report Best Practices for Support Services of School Divisions. 

Source: JLARC staff survey of Virginia school divisions participating in the VPI program. 

COST OF PROVIDING HIGH-QUALITY PRESCHOOL 
ESTIMATED BYNATIONAL EXPERTS 

A final approach to estimating the cost of high-quality preschool is
basing it on costs reported in the research literature. At the lower 
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end of the cost range, the National Pre-Kindergarten Center re-
ports that pre-K costs typically range between $6,000 and $8,000
per pupil. 

At the upper end of the cost range are some studies which have 
projected forward the costs of renowned preschool experiments, 
such as the Perry Preschool and the Abecedarian Project. A cost
benefit analysis of the Perry Preschool program placed the cost at 
$12,356 per child per year in 1992 dollars. Projected forward to
2007 dollars, the program cost is about $18,248. A NIEER paper 
on the costs and benefits of the Abecedarian Project estimated that 
the annual costs of the program in a public school setting in 2002 
dollars would be $13,175. Projected forward to 2007, the cost is
about $15,090. This program had an average class size of 12 chil-
dren and a staff to child ratio of 1 to 6. 

Another per-pupil estimate has been developed by Dr. Robert
Lynch at the Economic Policy Institute (EPI), based on the Chicago 
Child-Parent Center Program, which is known as a very high-
quality preschool program. The program has a 17:2 student-
teacher ratio and provides comprehensive preschool services. Since
it assumes a half-day program, however, Dr. Lynch estimated the
cost of a half-day high-quality preschool program, and found an
average cost of $6,300 nationally. Dr. Lynch also developed state-
level estimates to reflect local factors such as teacher salaries. 
Based on Dr. Lynch’s estimates, the cost of a half-day high-quality 
preschool program in Virginia would be approximately $6,000 per
student. This estimate is the same whether the program is tar-
geted at the poorest 25 percent of three- and four-year-old children 
in the State or a universal program is provided. 

This cost is for a half-day program, whereas VPI is almost exclu-
sively full-day. Due to many of the fixed costs associated with a
preschool program, it is not appropriate to simply double the half-
day estimate. According to Dr. Lynch, a reasonable estimate for 
the cost of a full-day preschool program based on the Chicago-
Child-Parent Center Program would be in the $9,000 to $10,000 
range. 

The per-pupil cost at the midpoint of this range, or $9,500, is at the 
low end of cost estimates for the model programs (compared to 
Perry Preschool and Abecedarian). Using a per-pupil amount of
$9,500, the total cost of the VPI program would be $117 million.
The State’s share of this cost would be $74.6 million, which is 
$30.9 million more than was appropriated for VPI for the 2006-07
school year. 
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SUMMARY OF OPTIONS FOR PROVIDING A QUALITY 
PRESCHOOL PROGRAM 

Table 30 summarizes the various cost options explored for provid-
ing a quality preschool program in Virginia. Regardless of the
method used, it appears that the current VPI amount of $5,700 per 
pupil falls short of what is needed to provide a high-quality pre-
school program in many school divisions. The least costly method 
bases estimates on the cost of attaining unmet preschool quality 
standards, such as the NIEER benchmarks. However, this ap-
proach ignores some of the most significant costs faced by pre-
school divisions, namely teacher salaries. The most costly ap-
proach is based on the midpoint of estimates developed by national
experts. The most reasonable approaches appear to basing esti-
mates on achieving parity with K-12 education or using the cost 
estimated by Virginia school divisions. Using these two ap-
proaches, State costs could increase by approximately $10 million
to $18 million annually over FY 2007 funding levels, depending on 
which approach is used. If the estimated per-pupil amount for VPI 
were to increase, both the local and State shares of costs for the 
program would rise.  

Table 30: Summary of Options to Provide a Quality Preschool Program 

Estimated State Cost 
Estimated Above FY 2007 State 
Per-Pupil Estimated Annual Estimated Annual Funding Amount 

Option Cost Full Cost State Cost ($43.7 million) 

$185,000-$425,000 1st yr $115,000-$370,000 1st yr $115,000-$370,000 1st yr
 
Unmet Standards 

n/a 
$60,000-$300,000  2nd yr $35,000-$290,000  2nd yr $35,000-$290,000  2nd yr
 

Cost Reported by $6,790 $83.9 million $53.3 million $9.6 million 

Virginia School
 
Divisions 


$117.4 million $74.6 million $30.9 million Cost Estimated by $9,500 

National Experts 

(Lower End of 

Range) 


Cost of Achieving $7,920 $97.9 million $61.4 million $17.7 million 
Parity With K-12 
Education 
Cost of Attaining 

Source: JLARC staff analysis. 
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“Universal preschool” means that government-supported preschool programs would
be available to all children, whether at risk or not. (Actual participation is voluntary
or optional, depending on the wishes of the parents or guardians). It appears that
children not at risk would benefit from a quality pre-K program if it were extended
to them. Formal evaluations of universal pre-K programs in other states indicate
that participating children from both lower- and higher-income families generally
have better early literacy and math skills when they enter kindergarten because
they attended these programs. Studies explicitly examining the effects of preschool
on children from middle- and higher-income families indicate that attending pre-
school results in these children having gains in their academic test scores, although
the gains may not be as large as those of more-disadvantaged children. Data from
the 2006-07 school year from Clarke County, a school division in Virginia that al-
ready has a universal pre-K program, indicate that currently about one-third of eli-
gible four-year-olds attend the program, that this third has a higher level of special
instructional needs (compared to the two-thirds who did not attend the program),
and that the program may have a positive impact on participants’ readiness for kin-
dergarten. 

"Universal preschool" refers to the goal that preschool will be
available to all four-year-old children whose parents wish them to
attend, irrespective of family income. It does not imply mandatory
attendance. "Pre-K" or "Pre-Kindergarten" refers to a subset of 
preschool programs that place more emphasis on the mastery of
the concepts and skills that are seen as necessary for school readi-
ness upon entry into kindergarten. 

In contrast to a universal preschool program, the Virginia Pre-
school Initiative is currently targeted to at-risk children (who are
not served by federal programs, such as Head Start). Although
each school division defines "at risk," the term is often used to 
mean children from families whose incomes are low enough to
qualify them for free school lunches. Other factors may also be
taken into account, such as coming from a single-parent family or
low parental education level. 

UNIVERSAL PRE-K PROGRAMS IN OTHER STATES 

Georgia, Oklahoma, New York, the District of Columbia, Florida, 
West Virginia, New Jersey, Illinois, and Los Angeles County have
adopted universal pre-K programs. These programs are at various 
stages of implementation, often depending on how many school 
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districts choose to participate. In Georgia (with the oldest univer-
sal pre-K program that was first implemented in 1995) and Okla-
homa (where universal pre-K was established in 1998), the over-
whelming majority of school districts have chosen to participate,
and a majority of parents of four-year-olds have chosen to enroll 
their children. In New York (with a program established by the 
legislature in 1997), budget difficulties have limited participation, 
so that universality has not been realized. In the District of Co-
lumbia, every elementary school has a pre-K program, but there
are waiting lists at some schools. A Florida voter referendum ap-
proved universal pre-K in 2002, and West Virginia has recently 
begun working toward a universal pre-K program that is to be
fully phased in by 2010. New Jersey's program came out of a series 
of court decisions in 1997 through 2003 (Abbot v. Burke) that or-
dered the state to provide high-quality preschool programs for 
three-year-olds and four-year-olds in the state's 31 highest poverty 
districts. Los Angeles County in 2002 committed itself to such a
program for both three-year-olds and four-year-olds, as did Illinois
in 2006. 

Formal Evaluations of State Universal Pre-K Programs 

The most scrutinized universal pre-K programs have been those of 
Georgia and Oklahoma, probably because their programs are older
and have been more fully implemented. West Virginia's program 
was also evaluated by late 2005, although at that time the pro-
gram was universal in most counties but limited to at-risk stu-
dents in a smaller number of counties. 

Georgia. In a Georgia State University study that directly ad-
dressed the net effects of Georgia's program, Henry et al. (2003), 
focused on changes in the initial gaps between children in Geor-
gia's pre-K program and those who attended private preschool, as
well as the initial gaps between children in the pre-K program and 
national norms. The researchers drew samples from three groups 
of children attending preschool in 2001: (1) those in Georgia's pre-
K program (n=353); (2) those attending Head Start as four-year-
olds (n=134); and (3) children attending private preschools or child 
care who were eligible for the Georgia pre-K program (n=143). The 
researchers explain why they did not include a group of children
who did not attend formal preschool: 

Since Georgia's Pre-K Program is available to all four year-
olds in the state whose parents choose to enroll them and a
majority of the eligible children attend, it is nearly impossi-
ble to find four year-old children in Georgia who are similar 
in most ways to children in Pre-K but who have not at-
tended early childhood education programs. Therefore, this 
study compares four year-olds attending Georgia's Pre-K 
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Program with children who attended other early childhood
education programs. 

Study measures included direct assessments (that is, tests of lan-
guage development and cognitive skills) at the beginning of pre-
school, the end of preschool, and the beginning of kindergarten. 
Study measures also included observation of classroom activities, 
surveys of teachers, and surveys of parents' attitudes and involve-
ment. They reported: 

Georgia's Pre-K Program provides effective early education 
experiences that reduced the gaps between where children
began preschool as four year-olds and where they began 
kindergarten.  Georgia Pre-K provides high quality services 
on a consistent basis, which reduces differences in skills be-
tween the children in Georgia's Pre-K Program and chil-
dren in private preschool. 

The authors regarded the reduction in the initial gaps between 
children in Georgia's pre-K program and children in private pre-
school, as well as between children in the pre-K program and na-
tional norms, as indicators of success. 

Oklahoma. The most-frequently discussed evaluations of Okla-
homa's universal pre-K program are those of Gormley and his col-
leagues at Georgetown University. Two cohorts of children were
tested. One cohort of 3,560 children (1,284 entering pre-K and
2,276 entering kindergarten) was tested around August 2001, with
a locally-developed measure—the Early Childhood Skills Inventory 
(ECSI)—which tested cognitive skills, motor skills, language skills,
and a social/emotional dimension. However, because of problems 
with the ECSI, another cohort of 4,716 children (1,567 entering
pre-K and 3,149 entering kindergarten) was tested in the fall of
2003 with a different, nationally normed measure that has been
widely used in previous studies of early education (the Letter-
Word Identification subtest, the Spelling subtest, and the Applied 
Problems subtest of the Woodcock-Johnson Achievement Test). 

Gormley and colleagues found that in both cohorts, having at-
tended the pre-K program resulted in strong positive effects on 
children's test scores. In the first cohort, Gormley and Gayer
(2005) found that Hispanic children benefited most from the pro-
gram and black children also showed sharp gains, while white 
children as a whole showed no statistically significant effects.
Similarly, disadvantaged children (as measured by free or reduced-
price lunch eligibility) showed substantial gains in cognitive, lan-
guage, and motor skills, while children from the higher income 
bracket showed no effects. However, the researchers suspected 
that the testing instrument may have had a “ceiling effect”:  it did 
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Regression-
Discontinuity Design 
Used to Evaluate Okla-
homa's Universal Pre-K 
Program 
Gormley and colleagues 
(Gormley and Gayer, 2005; 
Gormley et al., 2005) used a 
regression-discontinuity 
design to analyze test scores 
of two groups of children: (1) 
slightly younger children who 
were about to enter the pre-
K program, and (2) slightly 
older children who had com-
pleted the pre-K program 
and were about to enter 
kindergarten. With the re-
gression-discontinuity de-
sign, researchers could es-
timate the effects of 
attending the pre-K program, 
while controlling for selection 
bias, a problem that has 
compromised many previous 
evaluations of this nature. 
Because both four-year-olds 
and five-year-olds in Okla-
homa were administered the 
same test at the same time, 
it is possible to compare 
children whose parents are 
alike in that they selected the 
pre-K program for their child.  
It is widely recognized that 
parents who choose pre-K 
for their child may differ from 
parents who do not choose 
pre-K in terms of their edu-
cation, work profile, parent-
ing practices, or motivation. 
The regression-discontinuity 
approach also allowed the 
researchers to control for 
background variables that 
can affect test scores: 
whether the child is on free 
or reduced-price lunch (an 
indicator of family income); 
the child's mother's educa-
tion level; the race-ethnicity 
of the child (white, black, 
Hispanic, Native American, 
or Asian); the gender of the 
child; and the child’s age. 

not capture improvements by higher-performing students (who
tended to fall more frequently into the white and higher-income 
categories). 

The same analysis of the second cohort (Gormley et al., 2005), us-
ing a different testing instrument with no ceiling effects showed 
Hispanic, black, white and Native American children all benefiting 
from the pre-K program, as did children in diverse income brackets
(as measured by school lunch eligibility status). Specifically, the 
pre-K program was found to have statistically significant effects on
children's performance on cognitive tests of prereading and read-
ing skills, prewriting and spelling skills, and math reasoning and
problem-solving abilities. Gormley et al. attributed the difference 
in findings between the first and second cohorts to the difference in
tests used: 

[T]he standardized and well-validated Woodcock-Johnson 
Achievement test may explain the difference, particularly
in its capacity to capture program impacts for more advan-
taged children (full-price lunch children). 

A team led by W. Steven Barnett at the National Institute for 
Early Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers University later
replicated the results of Gormley and colleagues. Using a regres-
sion-discontinuity design, Lamy, Barnett and Jung (2005a) tested
children in pre-K and kindergarten in Oklahoma (as well as four 
other states) in the fall of 2004, and found "significant and mean-
ingful effects [of the pre-K program] on children's language, liter-
acy and math skills." They concluded "this study's results are con-
sistent with findings in other rigorous studies of state preschool 
programs," citing Gormley et al., among others. 

West Virginia. West Virginia's Early Education Program was
evaluated by Lamy, Barnett, and Jung (2005b). Using a regres-
sion-discontinuity design for the study, the study sample included 
341 four-year-olds entering the pre-K program and 379 five-year-
olds entering kindergarten in the fall of 2004.  At the time data 
were collected, West Virginia's universal pre-K program was not 
yet fully phased in (it is expected to be entirely universal by 2010).
At that time, in most counties eligibility for the pre-K program was 
universal, although in some counties eligibility was based on at-
risk status. The researchers found that West Virginia's pre-K pro-
gram had statistically significant and meaningful impacts on chil-
dren's early literacy and mathematical development.  Specifically,
they found: 

•	 The Early Education Program resulted in an increase in
children's vocabulary scores, as measured by the Peabody 
Picture Test. This measure is commonly used as a quick test 

Chapter 9: Universal Preschool in Other States and Its Suitability for Virginia 116 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

of IQ and can be used as a rough assessment of general cog-
nitive abilities. The improvement associated with the pre-K 
program translates into an additional three months of pro-
gress. 
•	 Children who attended the pre-K program scored higher on a 

test of early mathematical skills, as measured by the Wood-
cock-Johnson Applied Problems subtest.  Skills tested in-
clude basic number concepts, simple addition and subtrac-
tion, telling time and counting money. 
•	 The program had large effects on children's understanding of 

print concepts (measured by the Print Awareness subtest of 
the Preschool Comprehensive Test of Phonological and Print 
Processing). Children who attended the program knew more 
letters, more letter-sound associations, and were more famil-
iar with words and book concepts. 

STUDIES OF THE EFFECTS OF PRESCHOOL ON MIDDLE- AND 
UPPER-INCOME CHILDREN 

In general, there are far fewer studies of the effects of preschool fo-
cusing on middle- and upper-income children (or “low-risk” chil-
dren), compared with the studies focusing on disadvantaged chil-
dren. There appears to be just one experimental study focusing on
low-risk children. Other studies rely on quasi-experimental de-
signs and generally use approaches that are more likely to suffer 
from selection bias. Further, many of these studies rely on regres-
sion or correlational analyses, which can show statistical associa-
tion between factors, but cannot show conclusively that one factor 
has a causal effect on another, the way carefully controlled ex-
periments can. In addition, most studies focus more on short-term
outcomes than on long-term outcomes. The studies generally found 
that children attending preschool have higher academic test 
scores, but in some cases may exhibit somewhat more problematic
or inappropriate social behaviors. 

Effects Reported in the Experimental Evaluation 

Larsen and Robinson (1989) examined the effects of preschool at-
tendance upon school achievement scores and out-of-school activi-
ties for 196 second and third grade children, 125 of whom attended 
the Brigham Young University Preschool and 71 of whom did not 
attend any preschool. The children were characterized as being
from "low-risk educationally advantaged families," and were ran-
domly assigned to the preschool program or else to a control group. 

Analysis was conducted separately for boys and girls across 11
achievement test score components. Boys who had attended pre-
school scored significantly higher on the reading vocabulary, total 
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reading, spelling, total language, and total battery components 
than did those who had not attended preschool. There were no sig-
nificant differences for boys on any of the math test components, 
nor on reading comprehension. A preschool effect upon achieve-
ment scores for females from these age groups was not found.  The 
authors concluded that “the main implication of these findings is
that the preschool experience reduces sex differences in language
achievement scores for educationally advantaged children.” 

Effects Reported in Universal Pre-K Program Evaluations 

Evaluations of universal preschool programs in Georgia and Okla-
homa have attempted to take into account how the observed re-
sults for children from middle- and upper-income families may dif-
fer from those of disadvantaged children.  However, the research 
designs of these studies have their drawbacks, which limit the con-
clusions which can be drawn. 

Georgia. Henry et al. (2003) examined the differences in children's 
outcomes from preschool entry through kindergarten entry for
children in three types of early childhood programs: Georgia's pre-
K program, Head Start, and other private preschools. Because 
children were not randomly assigned to the three program types,
differences in outcomes may be due to selection bias absent efforts
to control for underlying differences in the three groups of chil-
dren. Therefore, the researchers analyzed the outcomes by at-
tempting to statistically control for the effects of the following fam-
ily risk factors and individual characteristics: 

•	 gender, 
•	 whether the child was African-American or belonged to an-

other minority group, 
•	 mother's education, 
•	 whether the child lived with both parents continuously since 

birth, 
•	 parental involvement with preschool, 
•	 family income level (whether the family received a means

tested benefit), and 
•	 child's age at preschool entry. 

Outcome measures include direct assessments (that is, test scores) 
and teacher ratings of students, all at the kindergarten year.
Therefore, the outcomes examined in this study are short-term. 

When comparing the outcomes of Georgia pre-K program partici-
pants with those of children attending Head Start or private pre-
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school programs, and controlling for individual and family charac-
teristics, the type of preschool program attended did not make a 
significant difference. Some of the individual and family character-
istics did make a difference in outcomes. For example, the child's 
gender, whether the child belonged to a minority group, the child's 
age at preschool entry, and the mother's education level all ap-
peared to be significantly associated with outcomes. However, fam-
ily income level was not, when all these other variables were al-
ready taken into account. This finding implies that the results
observed among low-income children would be the same among
children with middle- and upper-income parents, holding every-
thing else equal. 

However, lack of significant effects in family income level could be 
due to other factors as well. For example, operationalizing family 
income level as whether the family received a means-tested benefit 
may not be the most appropriate way to represent this variable, 
which may account for the variable's lack of significance. Or other 
"control" variables (such as mother's education level) may be corre-
lated with family income such that when both are included in the 
same regression equation, the other control variable captures the 
explanatory power of family income. Thus, due to the ambiguities
resulting from the research design of this study, these findings 
must be regarded as suggestive at best. 

Oklahoma. The evaluations of Oklahoma's universal pre-K pro-
gram use a potentially stronger research design that provides evi-
dence of the short-term benefits of preschool participation (namely, 
a regression-discontinuity design). However, as previously men-
tioned, suspected problems with the outcomes measure used in the 
first study (Gormley and Gayer, 2005) resulted in another data set 
being gathered from a second cohort two years later using a differ-
ent outcomes measure (Gormley et al., 2005). As a result, there are
two sets of findings regarding the program's effects on children 
from middle- and upper-income families. 

The first study (Gormley and Gayer, 2005) used a test instrument 
that was developed locally in Oklahoma. Results from the locally-
developed instrument showed gains that were larger for more-
disadvantaged children (that is, minorities and those qualifying for 
a free or reduced-price lunch). However, the authors suspected 
that the locally-developed test instrument had a "ceiling effect" 
among higher-performing students: that higher-performing stu-
dents were achieving the highest possible scores on the test, such 
that it was not accurately measuring their higher performance. 
Further, if the higher-performing students were more frequently 
from middle- and upper-income families, this problem with the test 
instrument would result in the findings being systematically bi-
ased. 
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Consequently, Gormley and colleagues collected a new set of data
from a second cohort of children two years later, this time using
the Woodcock-Johnson achievement test (which would have no 
ceiling effects). This time (Gormley et al., 2005) results from the
Woodcock-Johnson test indicated that gains occurred for students 
in each racial/ethnic group and regardless of free-lunch status. The 
methodology, however, does not allow comparison of the magni-
tude of the effects across groups because selection biases (that is,
differences in who selects into the pre-K program) may vary across 
groups. 

Effects Reported in Other Nonexperimental Evaluations 

Other studies reporting the effects of preschool on middle- and up-
per-income children include (1) Loeb et al. (2005), (2) Magnuson et
al. (2004), and (3) Belsky et al. (2007).  

Loeb, Bridges, Bassok, Fuller and Rumberger (2005). Loeb et al. 
(2005) used data gathered by the National Center for Educational
Statistics from 14,162 kindergarteners from all income groups, as 
well as their parents and teachers. (In particular, data for this
study come from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kinder-
garten Class of 1998-99.) Survey administrators assessed children
to determine their early language and pre-reading skills and their 
understanding of numbers and mathematical concepts. Teachers 
assessed various forms of children's social and emotional develop-
ment, and parents answered an extensive set of questions regard-
ing the type of preschool or child care they used and the intensity 
of attendance. 

After controlling for different features of the child's home, family, 
and surrounding community, Loeb et al. found that children from
middle- and upper-income families experienced modest gains in 
pre-reading and math skills stemming from preschool attendance, 
compared with counterparts who remained at home. However, 
they reported that children from extremely poor families displayed 
the strongest gains in pre-reading and math skills. 

Loeb et al. also examined the effect of preschool center attendance 
on children's social development. They used a composite measure
of social-behavioral growth which includes indicators rooted in 
three domains of development: children's externalizing behaviors 
(such as aggression, bullying, acting up), interpersonal skills (such
as sharing and cooperation), and self control in engaging classroom 
tasks. They reported that attendance in preschool centers for 
longer periods of time (such as over 15 hours per week) is associ-
ated with lower social-behavioral growth across all three domains. 
This effect was particularly strong for children from higher-income 
families. 
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Loeb et al. concluded that children from poor families may gain 
cognitively from more intensive preschool, but do not show 
strongly negative behavioral consequences. In contrast, for chil-
dren from middle- or higher-income families, the cognitive benefits 
appear to taper off after 30 hours per week of exposure to pre-
school, and the negative social-developmental effects intensify. 

Magnuson, Meyers, Ruhm and Waldfogel (2004). Magnuson et al.
also examined data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Kindergarten Class of 1998-99. Their sample consisted of 12,800
children, from lower-, middle- and upper-income groups. They con-
ducted a similar analysis of reading and math skills at kindergar-
ten entry and later in kindergarten, with a very extensive set of 
controls for demographic characteristics, home environment and 
family background, and neighborhood and school characteristics.  

Magnuson et al. also found that measures of school readiness and 
performance in kindergarten were significantly higher for children 
who attended a center-based preschool program in the year prior 
to kindergarten entry. Magnuson et al. also report stronger effects
for more-disadvantaged children (whether defined by poverty
status, low maternal education, single parent headship, or mothers
who do not speak English) by comparing results for the entire 
sample with various high-risk subsamples. However, Magnuson et 
al. did not report equivalent results for a subsample of lower-risk 
children, which limits what can be directly observed regarding
middle- and upper-income children. 

Belsky, Vandell,  Burchinal, Clarke-Stewart, McCartney and Owen 
(2007). Belsky et al. (2007) provides one of the few studies address-
ing the long-term effects of center-based child care on children in 
general (rather than focusing exclusively on high-risk children). It 
should be noted, however, that this study addresses the effects of 
early child care, which includes preschool or pre-kindergarten pro-
grams, but may also include other programs that do not emphasize 
early childhood education as much. This study was part of a
broader effort, the National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (NICHD) Study of Early Child Care and Youth De-
velopment (SECCYD). Study participants were initially recruited 
through hospital visits to mothers shortly after the birth of a child
in 1991 in ten locations in the United States. During the selected 
24-hour intervals, all 8,986 women giving birth were screened for 
eligibility. From that group, 1,364 families from different income 
groups and varying educational and ethnic backgrounds were ul-
timately selected to be in the study sample. 

Data analysis focused on testing the long-term associations be-
tween child-care experiences during the first 4-1/2 years and chil-
dren's academic and social development from that age through the 
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spring of sixth grade. Although parenting was a stronger and more 
consistent predictor of children's development than early child-care 
experiences, Belsky et al. (2007) reported two main findings re-
garding early child care. First, children who experienced high
quality early child care displayed better vocabulary scores in fifth 
grade than did children who experienced poorer quality care. Sec-
ond, children with more experience in center settings continued to 
show “somewhat more problem behaviors through sixth grade.” 
However, the researchers state that the behaviors were not clinical 
or pathological levels of problem behavior. Belsky et al. checked for 
whether these effects were stronger among lower income groups or
among boys, but "no evidence emerged to indicate that gender or 
income moderated the reported results." Therefore, these associa-
tions appear to occur among middle- and upper-income children as 
well as those who are more disadvantaged. 

ARGUMENTS FOR AND AGAINST A STATEWIDE  
UNIVERSAL PRE-K PROGRAM 

Proponents and opponents of universal pre-K have argued over (1) 
the types of benefits, (2) whether the benefits outweigh the costs, 
and (3) potential problems associated with such a program.  

Proponents of a statewide universal pre-K program have pointed
to the short-term, intermediate, and long-term benefits such a pro-
gram could be expected to have. As an example, Exhibit 5 summa-
rizes how the Governor’s Start Strong Council characterized the
benefits of a statewide universal pre-K program in its December 
2006 report. 

Further, proponents have cited economic analyses stating that the
estimated benefits of pre-K benefits outweigh the costs. However,
the estimated benefit-cost ratios vary widely across the studies, as 
the specific features of the pre-K programs on which the studies 
are based are different. For example, some pre-K programs are 
targeted to at-risk children, while others are universal. Further,
some estimates are based on actual pre-K programs that were im-
plemented, while others are based on hypothetical programs that 
were projections. 

As shown in Exhibit 6, the benefit-cost analyses have claimed that
for every dollar spent on pre-K, estimated benefits could range 
from a $2.50 to a $17.11 return to participants and society.  
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Exhibit 5: Benefits of Universal Pre-K Claimed by Proponents 

•	 Short-term benefits to the child: 
o	 Enhanced educational achievement 
o	 Improved health benefits 
o	 Increased well-being with less abuse 

•	 Short-term benefits to the family:  free child care time while 
working 

•	 Short-term benefits to society/economy: greater tax revenues 
from working parents 

•	 Mid-term benefits to school system: 
o	 Reduced grade retention 
o	 Reduced placement in special education 
o	 Greater productivity 

•	 Mid-term benefits to society: 
o	 Reduced abuse/neglect 
o	 Lower reliance on public healthcare 

•	 Long-term benefits to the child: 
o	 Higher likelihood of high school graduation and enrollment

in higher education 
o	 Greater employment opportunities and higher pay 
o	 Lower teen pregnancy 
o	 Reduced delinquency 

•	 Long-term benefits to society/economy 
o	 Lower welfare dependence 
o	 Increased income tax revenues 
o	 Reduced crime 

Source: Start Strong Council. (2006). Initial Report. Richmond, VA: Office of Virginia Governor 
Timothy Kaine. 

In addition to claiming the economic benefits of universal pre-K, 
proponents have also stated that a universal pre-K program would 
have advantages over one that is targeted to at-risk children. One 
argument is that less-disadvantaged children need quality pre-
school programs as well as more-disadvantaged children, and that
middle class children may currently have difficulty accessing them. 
A universal pre-K program would solve this problem by providing 
access for all to a quality preschool program. Another point that
proponents have made is that universal pre-K programs would al-
low mixing of children from both disadvantaged and advantaged 
backgrounds, which could be a good influence on them. 

Chapter 9: Universal Preschool in Other States and Its Suitability for Virginia 123 



 

 

 
 

 

  
  

  

 

  

 

  

  

 
 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibit 6: Summary of Economic Studies of Pre-K Programs With Claimed Benefit-Cost 
Ratios 

Actual or Claimed 
Name of Project/Author of Projected Benefit-Cost 
Study Type of Program RatioProgram? 
High/Scope Perry Preschool • Targeted pre-K Actual 17.1:1 
Belfield et al., 2006 • Three- and four-year-olds 

• Part day 
• School year 

Chicago Child-Parent Center 
Reynolds et al., 2002 

• Targeted pre-K 
• Three- and four-year-olds 
• Part day 
• School year 

Actual 7.14:1 to 
10.15:1 

Abecedarian • Targeted comprehensive Actual 2.5:1 
Barnett & Masse, 2007 early care and education 

• Birth to five years 
• Full day 
• Full year 
• Targeted pre-K 
• Three- and four-year-olds 
• Part day 
• School year 

Projected 12:1Lynch, 2007 

• Pre-K for All 
• Three- and four-year-olds 
• Part day 
• School year 

Projected 6:1 

Karoly & Bigelow, 2005 • Pre-K for All Projected 3.15:1 
• Four-year-olds 
• Part day 
• School year 

Source: Belfield, C. R., Nores, W., Barnett, W. S. & Schweinhart, L. (2006); Reynolds, A. J., Temple, J. A., Robertson, D. L. & 
Mann, E. A. (2002); Barnett, W. S. & Masse, L. N. (2007); Lynch, R.  (2007); Karoly, L. A. and Bigelow, J. H.  (2005).  Full citations 
are in Appendix E. 

Opponents of universal pre-K have countered these assertions re-
garding the benefits of a universal pre-K program. Their argu-
ments regarding the credibility of the benefit estimates (such as
those in the studies shown in Exhibit 6) are summarized in Exhibit
7. 
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Exhibit 7: Opponents’ Arguments Against Benefit-Cost Estimates 
of Universal Pre-K 

•	 The benefits claimed by the proponents of universal pre-K may
accrue to more disadvantaged children, but are less likely to
occur among children from middle- or upper-income families.
Middle- and upper-income children have not shown the same 
magnitude of positive response to preschool programs as have 
disadvantaged children.  In fact, most of what is known about 
the effects of preschool comes from programs that have been
targeted to disadvantaged children. 

•	 Much of what is known about preschool comes from small- 
scale, model programs, which are different (in terms of what is
provided) from large-scale programs, which a statewide univer-
sal pre-K program would be.  Further, a large-scale pre-K pro-
gram (such as a universal pre-K program) would provide too 
little to disadvantaged children, but too much to middle- and
upper-income children, compared to what they need. 

•	 There are studies that indicate attending preschool may have
detrimental effects. Some studies [such as Belsky et al. (2007) 
and Loeb et al. (2005)] have shown an association between hav-
ing attended preschool (at least for a longer period of each day) 
and behavior problems later in elementary school. 

•	 Estimates of the projected benefits of a universal preschool pro-
gram (such as $2.50 for every dollar spent on pre-K) are highly 
subject to error. One source of error is the "fade-out effect," in 
which the achievement impact of preschool appears to diminish
later in elementary school (which could be due, at least in part,
to underperformance in the public K-12 system).  

Source: Izumi, L. T. & Xiaochin, C. Y. (2006).  No Magic Bullet:  Top Ten Myths about the Bene-
fits of Government-Run Universal Preschool. San Francisco: Pacific Research Institute. Olsen, 
D. with Snell, L. (2006).  Assessing Proposals for Preschool and Kindergarten:  Essential Infor-
mation for Parents, Taxpayers and Policymakers.  Los Angeles: Reason Foundation. Cardiff, 
C. F. & Strongham, E. (2006). Is Universal Preschool Beneficial? An Assessment of RAND 
Corporation’s Analysis and Proposals for California.  Los Angeles: Reason Foundation.   

Opponents have pointed to other potential problems that could 
come with a universal pre-K program. One set of potential prob-
lems would be on the school-division level. School divisions which 
currently have difficulties providing the facilities to accommodate
all of their current students would have even more difficulty find-
ing the space to accommodate additional children in a universal 
pre-K program. Similarly, the additional competition for teachers 
in a new universal preschool program would make the shortage of 
teachers (which some school divisions currently face) worse, espe-
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cially if the preschool teachers are paid the same as elementary
school teachers. Some school division officials told JLARC staff, 
however, that if the State were to provide additional funding for 
expanding their pre-K program, they would find a way to cope with
these potential problems. 

Other potential problems may occur from a fiscal perspective on 
the State level. The costs of a public preschool program could be 
much higher than initially estimated, especially if the actual per-
pupil cost or the actual number of participants were higher than 
initially expected. For example, the universal preschool program in 
Quebec was initially estimated in 1997 to cost $230 million over
the first five years. It now costs $1.7 billion every year. Further, 
the decision to put a universal pre-K program in place is probably 
irreversible. That is, once a universal pre-K preschool program is 
put in place one year, it could be difficult to change course and not
to continue funding the full cost in future years. This substantial
commitment of the State (and localities) could be difficult in future 
years, especially in times when there is an economic downturn and
revenue shortfalls are occurring. 

Opponents have expressed concern over the effects of universal 
pre-K on private providers. In particular, they have raised the is-
sue that a government-run universal preschool program may run
private providers out of business. However, it is possible for a gov-
ernment-run pre-K program, as it is implemented in a given local-
ity, to utilize existing settings (such as through subcontracting
with private child care centers or faith-based settings), so that 
these private providers would be enlisted into the program rather 
than run out of business. The Governor’s Start Strong Council has 
proposed a pilot project to increase access to 1,000 additional four-
year-olds not currently served by public funds through these kinds
of existing settings. The General Assembly approved funding for 
this pilot project during the 2007 Session. 

Opponents have also questioned whether alternatives to a year of 
preschool for all four-year-olds could be less expensive, yet just as
effective. For example, in a couple of California school districts, a 
five-week preschool program is held in the summer before children
enter kindergarten. This program has been shown to have positive 
effects, but at less than ten percent of the costs of a year-round 
program. Opponents have also asserted that low-income minority
children do not necessarily need to attend preschool to succeed. For 
example, proven curricula and methods of instruction used in some
public schools in California have raised student achievement, es-
pecially among low-income students who never attended preschool. 
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CLARKE COUNTY: A CASE STUDY OF A UNIVERSAL PRE-K 
PROGRAM IN VIRGINIA 

Several local school divisions in Virginia are already moving in the
direction of making their pre-K programs universal, in the sense
that all parents who want preschool access for their children can
get it. Clarke County is one of those divisions. The Clarke County 
pre-K program has evolved over time, and analysis of data regard-
ing this program reveals some noteworthy results that have impli-
cations for a statewide universal pre-K program. 

Clarke County’s Change to “Reverse-Mainstreaming” Model  
Reflected in Pre-K Program 

Clarke County school officials emphasized that the pre-K program 
has changed over the years. They told JLARC staff that the divi-
sion’s pre-K program is about 15 years old, and was originally re-
stricted to at-risk children. At that time, resources were allocated 
separately to different populations: at-risk teachers were allocated 
to teach the at-risk children, special needs teachers were allocated 
to teach students with special needs, and regular classroom teach-
ers would teach the regular, mainstream low-risk students sepa-
rately. Since then, the division has moved to a “reverse-
mainstreaming” model, in which resources are combined and
shared across different student populations. Moving toward a uni-
versal pre-K program, in which “regular” low-risk students are en-
rolled in the same pre-K classes as at-risk and special needs stu-
dents, reflects this change. The Clarke County school division 
funds universal access by combining Title I, Head Start, Virginia 
Preschool Initiative, Comprehensive Services Act, local funds and 
parent-paid tuition. Clarke County school officials pointed to ex-
amples of at-risk and special needs students who now, after having 
been in a reverse-mainstreaming environment, cannot be readily 
distinguished from low-risk students. 

In addition, Clarke County school officials said there are other 
benefits to a universal pre-K program. One of these claimed bene-
fits is that recently, the waiting list for enrollment in the pre-K 
program has been reduced to zero, as the program has been ex-
panded to include all children whose parents would want them to
be in the division’s pre-K program. In contrast, in previous years 
when the program was more restricted to at-risk children, there 
were longer waiting lists. Another benefit of making the pre-K 
program universal is that parents who have relatively higher in-
comes are charged tuition, which is a substantial revenue source
that helps pay for the entire pre-K program. 
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Considerably Less than 100 Percent of Kindergarteners 
Participated in Division’s Pre-K Program 

From the 2002-03 school year through the 2006-07 school year, it
appears that up to about one-third of all kindergarteners had par-
ticipated in the division’s pre-K program in the previous year,
while about two-thirds did not. As shown in Figure 12, the fall
membership counts as of 2001 through 2006 for kindergarteners in 
Clarke County ranged from about 120 to 160. In contrast, the
number of four-year-olds in the division’s pre-K program in those
years ranged from 41 to 53. Given that the kindergarteners
counted in one year would include most of the four-year-olds in the
division’s pre-K program from the previous year, the data indicate
that about two-thirds of kindergarteners did not participate in the 
division’s pre-K program, even as it moved in the direction of being
a more universal program in recent years. 

Figure 12: Most Clarke County Kindergarteners Did Not Attend 
Pre-K Program 

As of September 30 

Source: Virginia Department of Education. 
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It should be noted that there could be some discrepancy in compar-
ing one year’s number with another, because some kindergarteners
could be moving into Clarke County just before the fall count,
while some participants in the pre-K program may move out before 
they could be included in the fall count of their kindergarten year.
Further, it would not be surprising that the participation rate is 
less than 100 percent in earlier years when the pre-K program was
more restricted to at-risk students. Nevertheless, up to the 2006-
07 school year at least (and the pattern holds for the previous four 
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years as well), about two-thirds of the kindergarteners in Clarke
County apparently did not participate in the division’s pre-K pro-
gram. 

When asked what arrangements kindergarteners who did not at-
tend the division’s pre-K program may have had when they were
four years old, Clarke County school officials indicated that some 
of the children may have stayed at home, while others may have
attended church-affiliated preschools or private child care centers. 
They mentioned that some children may not have attended the di-
vision pre-K program because it did not fit their parents’ work
schedules. Further, they indicated that private and church-
affiliated preschools were still viable alternatives for parents to
choose for their four-year-olds, even with Clarke County Public 
Schools offering a universal pre-K program. 

Data from kindergarteners in the fall of 2006 (which was used in 
Chapter 5) from Clarke County in particular indicate that there
was a higher percentage of special needs students among kinder-
garteners who had participated in the division’s pre-K program,
compared to kindergarteners who did not. JLARC staff had data
from 41 kindergarteners (as of fall 2006) who had participated in 
the division’s pre-K program in the 2005-06 school year, and 117 of 
their classmates who did not. About 22 percent of the kinder-
garteners who had attended the division’s pre-K program required
special services, in contrast to six percent of those not attending
the program. This finding suggests that preschool teachers in the 
division’s pre-K program had a more challenging population of
students (at least in 2005-06), compared to students not attending 
the division’s pre-K program.  

Effects of Clarke County’s Pre-K Program on School Readiness 
and School Performance 

Data that were used for the statewide analysis in Chapter 5 were 
also examined with a focus on Clarke County in particular for this 
chapter. The data include (1) PALS-PreK test scores from fall 2005
and spring 2006, to assess the literacy growth of Clarke County 
preschoolers in the division’s pre-K program; (2) PALS-K test 
scores from fall 2006, to assess the preparedness of the program’s 
graduates for the start of kindergarten; and (3) Standards of 
Learning (SOL) third-grade and fifth-grade test scores from spring 
2006, to observe how Clarke County students performed in school 
compared to their counterparts statewide, and to speculate on the 
impact the division’s pre-K program may have had. Additional
data provided by Clarke County school officials were also exam-
ined. 
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Estimation of 
Predicted PALS-PreK 
Scores 
Using the same re-
gression models that 
were developed state-
wide in Chapter 5, 
JLARC staff calculated 
the predicted PALS-
PreK scores while con-
trolling for the effects of 
key independent vari-
ables that affect test 
scores: student’s age, 
gender, race/ethnicity, 
poverty (represented 
by the proxy variable 
percentage of students 
in the school division 
participating in the free 
lunch program), local 
adult educational at-
tainment (represented 
by the proxy variable 
percentage of adults in 
Clarke County with at 
least a bachelor’s de-
gree), and whether or 
not the student needed 
special instructional  
services. 

Literacy Growth of Clarke County Preschoolers in Division Pre-K 
Program. Of the 53 children enrolled in the division’s pre-K pro-
gram as of September 30, 2005, JLARC staff had PALS-PreK data
from 45 children who completed both the fall 2005 and the spring 
2006 administration of the test. The predicted PALS-PreK scores, 
using the regression models developed for Chapter 5, were es-
pected to increase by 6.9 points from fall 2005 to spring 2006 due 
to the students being nine months older. Actual PALS-PreK scores
of children in the Clarke County pre-K program in fall 2005 aver-
aged 35.6, and in spring 2006 they averaged 51.4, representing an 
average increase of 15.8 points. Consequently, the actual increase 
exceeded the expectation by 8.9 points. 

Although the growth in Clarke County pre-K students’ scores ex-
ceeded the expectation (based on age), the growth in VPI students’ 
scores in all other school divisions was higher (see Table 3 in 
Chapter 5). This difference could be associated with the fact that in
the other school divisions, their pre-K programs are more targeted 
to at-risk students, compared to Clarke County’s universal pre-K 
program. Some studies have indicated that more-disadvantaged 
students may benefit more from pre-K programs than less-
disadvantaged students. Further, the Clarke County students’ fall 
scores are higher compared to the vast majority of other school di-
visions, so there may have been relatively less room for improve-
ment nine months later. 

Literacy Preparedness of Clarke County Pre-K Graduates for Start of  
Kindergarten. Of the 158 kindergarteners in Clarke County as of
September 30, 2006, JLARC staff had complete data (including the 
PALS-K assessment in fall 2006) on 34 children who had been in
the division’s pre-K program the previous year, and 108 children 
who were not. Using the regression models developed for Chapter 
5, JLARC staff predicted the PALS-K scores for both groups of
children and then compared them with actual scores (Table 31). 

The results in the table can initially appear to be confusing.
Among graduates of the division’s pre-K program, on average the
actual PALS-K scores were higher than the predicted PALS-K 
scores. (The predicted PALS-K scores are based on what would be 
expected from statewide trends associating the student’s test
scores with their age, gender, race/ethnicity, a local adult educa-
tional attainment indicator, a local poverty indicator, and the need 
for special instructional services.) This finding by itself would im-
ply that something else may have given students a boost in prepar-
ing them for the challenges of learning to read and write in kin-
dergarten, beyond the factors being controlled for in their 
predicted PALS-K score, and that boost may have been participa-
tion in the division pre-K program. 
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Estimation of 
Predicted PALS-K 
Scores 
A statewide regression 
model developed for 
Chapter 5 was used to 
predict PALS-K scores 
of Clarke County kin-
dergarteners.  The 
independent variables 
were the student's age, 
gender, race/ethnicity, 
percentage of adults in 
the community holding 
at least a bachelor's 
degree (an indicator of 
local adult educational 
attainment), percent-
age of students at the 
school on the free or 
reduced-price lunch 
program (a poverty 
indicator), and an indi-
cator of whether the 
student had special 
instructional needs. 

Table 31: Predicted and Actual PALS-K Scores of Clarke County 
Kindergarteners (Fall 2006) 

Average  Average  
Predicted Actual 

n PALS-K Score PALS-K Score Difference 
Division Pre-K 
Graduates 34 54.4 59.6 5.2 
Other 
Kindergarteners 108 59.2 66.4 7.2 

Source: Analysis of data provided by University of Virginia. 

But comparing pre-K graduates with the 108 other kindergarten-
ers makes the story more complicated. Among the other kinder-
garteners, their actual PALS-K scores also are greater than their 
predicted PALS-K scores. So something may have boosted their 
scores as well, but it was not the division’s pre-K program. For 
some, it may have been enrollment in a church-affiliated or other
private preschool program. But the preschool experience of the
other kindergarteners is not known, so the source of “the boost” is 
unclear. 

Further, the fact that the predicted PALS-K scores of the other 
kindergarteners are also substantially higher than those of the di-
vision pre-K program graduates implies that there is something
systematically different about the two groups, so that the two 
groups of students are not comparable. The division pre-K program 
graduate group is known to have a higher percentage of special 
needs students, a slightly higher percentage of Hispanic students
(see Chapter 5 for more discussion the effects of this factor on 
PALS-K scores), and a higher percentage of boys, compared to the
other kindergartener group. These factors predict lower PALS-K 
scores in the statewide regression equation. They imply that the 
division pre-K program has a more challenging population to edu-
cate, compared to the other kindergarteners in Clarke County. 

Other Indicators of School Performance. It is clear that Clarke 
County students perform in school better than their counterparts
statewide, on average. But it is not so clear whether this good per-
formance can be attributed more to the one-third of the students 
who had participated in the division pre-K program, or to the two-
thirds who did not. Perhaps the best case can be made for attribut-
ing to its pre-K program its low rate of placement of students in
special education. However, establishing a link between Clarke 
County’s SOL scores with participation in the division’s pre-K pro-
gram is more speculative. 

Proportion of Students Placed in Special Education. Clarke County
school officials have reported that Clarke has one of the lowest 
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rates of special education enrollment in the State, and they attrib-
ute that largely to their preschool program. As shown in Figure 13,
Clarke County’s percentage of special education students has de-
creased in recent years (ranging from a high of 12.7 percent in
1998 to a low of 8.1 percent in 2005), when the percentage of spe-
cial education enrollments statewide has been slightly increasing
(from 13.4 to 14.5 percent). Further, county school officials report
that percentage further decreased to 7.4 percent in 2006, and that
its special education percentage is the lowest in the State. 

Figure 13: Percentage of Clarke County’s Special Education 
Students Has Decreased 

Note: Data are as of Dec. 1 for special education enrollment and Sept. 30 for fall membership. 

Source: Virginia Department of Education. 
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It may be that this low level of special education enrollment in
Clarke County is attributable more to the one-third of students 
who participated in the division’s pre-K program, in light of the
data JLARC staff have from kindergarteners in the 2006-07 school 
year. Assuming the patterns seen in the 2006-07 school year also
occur in other school years, a higher proportion of the third of stu-
dents who participated in the pre-K program also required special
instructional needs, compared to the two-thirds of students who
did not. Consequently, the population of students who participated
in the pre-K program is more likely to affect special education en-
rollments than the population of students who did not participate. 
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SOL Test Scores. Using data that was examined statewide in
Chapter 5, it is clear that Clarke County students generally do
better on third and fifth grade SOL English and math tests, com-
pared to their statewide counterparts, on average (Table 32). Look-
ing at it different ways, Clarke County students’ test scores tended 
to be consistently higher than expected. The table shows that 
Clarke County students’ scaled test scores tended to exceed the 
corresponding average scores across all 132 divisions in Virginia.
Their pass rates on these tests also exceeded the average pass 
rates across all 132 divisions in Virginia. (The averages across all 
divisions do not weight each school division by its student popula-
tion, in contrast to the statewide averages shown in Table 21 in 
Chapter 5.) 

Table 32: Clarke County Students Generally Scored Higher on 
SOL Tests of English and Math in 2006 

 Average Across 
All 132 Divisions 

Expected Clarke 
County Average 

Actual Clarke 
County Average 

Third Grade 
English 
scaled score 466.2 468.0 474 
English 
pass rate 82.4 82.3 85 
Math 
scaled score 488.3 492.4 512 
Math 
pass rate 88.6 87.7 91 
Fifth Grade 
English 
scaled score 476.2 487.1 498 
English 
pass rate 85.0 89.0 91 
Math 
scaled score 474.5 478.7 483 
Math 
pass rate 80.8 82.3 82 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Virginia Department of Education. 

However, among Clarke County students, the demographic factors
associated with test scores are different compared to those of stu-
dents statewide. Therefore, expected averages taking into account 
these demographic differences (and their statewide trends of asso-
ciation with test scores) were estimated using regression models 
developed for the analysis of SOL data in Chapter 5. Even though 
the expected test scores taking these demographics into account 
were generally higher than the averages across all divisions, the 
actual scores of Clarke County students tended to be even higher 
than this benchmark level. 
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This finding implies that something beyond the basic demographic 
background of Clarke County students is causing their test scores 
to be higher. Participation in the division pre-K program could be
one factor contributing to these higher test scores. Yet it would 
only be a factor for one third of Clarke County students; it would
not be a factor for the majority of students who did not participate
in the program. 

There could be other things that are “going right” in Clarke 
County elementary schools as well. These other factors could be oc-
curring in kindergarten through fifth grade, and they may also be 
contributing to the higher test scores. Further, such factors that
occur in elementary school could affect the majority of students 
who did not participate in the pre-K program, as well as the one-
third that did. The current data do not allow the effects of the pre-
K program and these alternative factors to be separated out and 
identified. Consequently, attributing higher school performance of
Clarke County students (measured by third or fifth grade SOL test
scores) to the pre-K program is speculative at this point. 

CONCLUSION 

It appears that less-disadvantaged children would benefit from a
quality pre-K program if it were extended to them. Whether they 
would benefit as much as more-disadvantaged children is another 
question. Some studies indicate that more-disadvantaged children 
benefit more from pre-K programs than less-disadvantaged chil-
dren. But attempts at quantifying the benefits of a pre-K program 
(whether targeted or universal) have had results that vary widely,
and have been highly subject to dispute. 

A universal pre-K program has the potential to be costly to the 
State and local governments. However, as shown in the next chap-
ter, policy options are available that may mitigate this problem. 
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1100	 OOppttiioonnss ffoorr EExxppaannddiinngg tthhee VViirrggiinniiaa 
PPrreesscchhooooll IInniittiiaattiivvee 

When considering changes to the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) program, sev-
eral policy choices are available, and they are not mutually exclusive. One option
for adjusting and expanding VPI is being put forward by the Governor. By part-
nering with private providers, this proposal is said to remove barriers in order to
serve an additional 17,000 at-risk students who are not currently served, thereby
more than doubling the size of the program to serve almost 30,000 four-year-olds
by FY 2012. A positive aspect of the proposal is that it continues and expands the
State’s focus on serving children who may be at risk and not prepared for kinder-
garten. However, it appears unlikely that the proposal will serve as many children
as has been stated. 

Other policy options for moving the VPI program in the direction of a universal
pre-K program include (1) using alternative revenue sources to help pay for the
program, such as parent fees; (2) having a half-day versus a full-day program; (3)
having a summer pre-K program that lasts five weeks versus a program that lasts
the full academic year; and (4) requiring all local school divisions to offer a pre-K 
program. 

Since the inception of the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI), the
State has expanded the percentage of at-risk children unserved by
Head Start to be served by VPI. Based on free lunch eligibility, in
1995-96, slots were available for 30 percent of unserved children.
From 1996-97 to 2003-04, slots were available for 60 percent of un-
served children. In 2004-05, that percentage was increased to 90
percent, and in 2005-06, the percentage was 100 percent. 

Now, however, there is some interest in the question of expanding
the children served beyond the number of slots which are provided
based on free lunch eligibility. There are several policy options
available to the State to potentially expand VPI to provide services
to more four-year-olds. One option already proposed by the Gover-
nor is to expand the targeted VPI program. Other options could be
considered if the State wishes to expand the pre-K program by
making it more available beyond the population of at-risk children.
Further, options for expanding the pre-K program can be com-
bined, as shown by some illustrative scenarios later in this chap-
ter. 
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GOVERNOR’S PROPOSAL FOR EXPANDING TARGETED 
VIRGINIA PRESCHOOL INITIATIVE PROGRAM 

In August 2007, the Governor proposed funding an expansion of 
the VPI program to be accomplished by 2012. Currently (in 2007-
08), DOE estimates that VPI will serve about 13,065 at-risk four-
year-olds. Under the Governor’s proposal, more than 16,600 addi-
tional children are to be served by 2012, bringing the total number 
of VPI slots to more than 29,700. 

Three types of VPI slots account for the proposed increase of more
than 16,600. First, the total includes filling 100 percent of the cur-
rently allocated slots. Allocated slots are based on the number of
children who qualify for the free lunch program (which serves chil-
dren from, for instance, a family of four with an annual household
income less than $26,845). There are an estimated 5,864 of these 
slots which are not being filled by localities in 2007-08. 

Second, the increased number of slots also includes about 2,730 
free lunch slots which will be added by 2012 due to growth in the
number of children to be served. DOE projects that the number of 
four-year-olds will grow from 100,050 in 2007-08 to 110,468 by
2011-12. Since about 26.2 percent of children are eligible for free 
lunches (according to fall of 2006 school nutrition program data), 
then over 2,700 of the increased number of children (10,418) may 
be eligible for the program based on the free lunch criterion. 

Third, the proposal would add approximately 8,175 children to be 
served based on expanding VPI to include children who qualify for 
reduced price lunches (the program would then be serving children
from a family of four with an annual income less than $38,203). 
The estimated number of reduced price lunch children is about 7.4
percent of the projected 110,468 four-year-olds in 2012. This per-
centage is about the same as the percentage of children who qual-
ify for reduced price lunches based on fall of 2006 school nutrition
program data. 

The administration estimates the additional cost to the State asso-
ciated with its proposal to be about $75 million, and proposes phas-
ing in the expansion over the next two budget cycles. As with the
current VPI program, the State and local governments would sub-
sidize this expanded pre-K program for at-risk four-year-olds, and 
their parents would not be expected to pay any tuition. 

Governor’s Proposal Uses Per-Pupil Cost That May Be Too Low, 
but Appears to Include Extra Dollars for Funding Flexibility 

Under the proposal, the addition of more children to be served will
be phased in between the time of the proposal’s adoption and the 
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year 2012. Costs for the proposal were developed using the current 
State-recognized per-pupil cost of $5,700. 

However, as noted in Chapter 8, $5,700 may not be adequate as a
per-pupil cost for a high quality pre-K program in FY 2007 and FY
2008, and that amount is likely to have even less buying power by
FY 2012. Based on the survey done for this study, while rural lo-
calities typically see the $5,700 per-pupil amount as a reasonable 
FY 2007 cost for their program, suburban and urban localities 
typically see the amount as inadequate for high-quality pre-K, and 
these localities serve about three-fourths of VPI students. 

It should be noted that the State’s aggregate share of a $5,700 per-
pupil cost (about 63 percent recently) multiplied times the ap-
proximate number of slots called for in the Governor’s proposal
produces a cost that is about $60 million per year, not $75 million.
Governor’s office staff explain that the $75 million cost estimate 
provides some extra dollars for flexibility in enhancing the pro-
gram. Increasing the per-pupil amount is a possibility. But if the 
per-pupil cost figure is held at $5,700, it is likely that the added 
annual State costs to fund VPI slots will be far less than $60 mil-
lion per year, because it is unlikely that the proposal will lead to
serving as many children as has been represented to date. 

Claims That the Proposal Will Add Almost 17,000 New Slots by 2012 
Do Not Appear to Be Realistic 

One of the realities of the VPI program as it exists today is that 
not all localities choose to participate. Further, some of the partici-
pating localities—including some large-size localities—do not fully 
utilize all of the VPI slots that they are allocated now. 

Statements that by 2012 the program will serve 17,000 more stu-
dents (and a total of 30,000 students) under the Governor’s pro-
posal rest upon several assumptions. The desired result depends
upon all VPI-eligible localities choosing to participate. It assumes 
that localities will all find funding for their local share of the cost 
for all slots allocated by the State, as well as find private providers 
or their own space and teachers to serve more children. Specifi-
cally, in order to achieve the target figures, 

•	 Localities eligible for VPI now but choosing not to participate 
would need to come into the program and fill 100 percent of 
approximately 1,453 allocated slots. 
•	 Participating localities who do not now use all of their VPI

slots would need to find local funding and fill 100 percent of 
11,383 allocated slots (5,864 slots they are not using now,
plus about 5,519 additional slots). 
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•	 Participating localities who are using all of their VPI slots
now would need to expand their programs by an average of 
about 50 percent (they fill 7,175 slots now, and would need to
fill 100 percent of another 3,536 slots). 

The third item above seems most realistic at this time for two rea-
sons. First, these localities are part of VPI and have already shown
a willingness and ability to fill their allocated slots. Second, a 
JLARC staff survey asked school divisions which are using their 
VPI slots to identify “the number of additional VPI slots” their di-
vision “typically could use to meet all or almost all” of their at-risk
needs. The typical percentage was about 50 percent, similar to the 
expansion which is contemplated for them under the Governor’s 
proposal. 

However, regarding the first item, assuming that localities not
now participating in VPI will fill 100 percent of newly allocated 
slots appears problematic. And, regarding the second item, it needs
to be recognized that many participating localities not now filling 
all of their VPI slots may be acting in this manner because they do 
not find it feasible or desirable to fill these slots under existing 
conditions. 

Of the 5,864 allocated slots that are reportedly unfilled in 2007-08, 
4,900 slots are in just 12 localities (Table 33). Collectively, these 12 
localities will need to more than triple their number of filled VPI 
slots by 2011-12 in order for the statewide target of a program ex-
pansion of almost 17,000 children to be attained. 

Table 33: Twelve Localities With the Most Unfilled VPI Slots Now Are Expected to More 
Than Triple Their Collective Number of Filled Slots by 2011-12 

2011-12 
2007-08 2007-08 2007-08 Total Slots 

Locality Unfilled Slots Available Slots Filled Slots To Be Filled 
Fairfax	 1,055 1,778 723 2,562 
Prince William  711 729 18 1,820 
Henrico 	 672 792 120 1,137 
Alexandia 579 791 212 1,162 

Chesterfield 389 489 100 775 
Virginia Beach  502 1,206 704 1,908 


Arlington 241 641 400 808 
Chesapeake 265 569 304 697 


Loudoun 213 213 0 721 


Accomack 82 172 90 233 

Roanoke City  110 524 414 578 

Richmond City 81 963 882 1,671 
Totals 	 4,900 8,867 3,967 14,072 

Source: Virgina Department of Education, VPI Spring State Report for 2007-08, and DOE budget office projections to 2011-12. 
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These localities generally report local funding as well as space con-
cerns as obstacles to filling more slots. Fairfax County, for exam-
ple, has reported to DOE that it has unfilled slots because of “lack 
of space and unavailable matching funds.” Funding a total of 2,562
slots at Fairfax’s per-pupil cost of about $12,294 would entail a
program cost of about $31.5 million. Given Fairfax’s composite in-
dex and the State’s use of a $5,700 total per-pupil cost in determin-
ing its share, the State would pay about $3.7 million of the cost, 
leaving $27.8 million in costs for Fairfax. 

Information reported by Prince William to DOE indicates that it 
sees a per-pupil cost for preschool that exceeds the State’s assumed 
cost of $5,700. The magnitude of the local cost is thus a problem for
Prince William. Henrico has reported to DOE that a “lack of build-
ing space and local match funds” are reasons for its unfilled slots. 
Alexandria has told DOE that its local costs are 80 percent of a
$9,800 cost, while the State pays 20 percent of a $5,700 cost. Vir-
ginia Beach has also reported to DOE that its unfilled slots are due
to the fact that “additional local match funds are not available in 
the budget.” It is questionable to raise expectations that these slots
will all be filled by 2012, particularly if State support is predicated 
on a State share of a $5,700 per-pupil cost. 

Proposed Approach to Expanding Pre-K Availability Does Not 
Address an Existing Funding Equity Concern 

Currently, DOE determines the number of VPI slots that are to be 
available based on free lunch eligibility percentages and Head 
Start enrollments. Localities then use the criteria they have devel-
oped to determine which children are to be placed into the slots. 
Localities can choose to fully fund more preschool slots than the
State recognizes as VPI slots. However, under the State’s ap-
proach, for the children placed in the slots, the State and the local-
ity pay 100 percent of the cost, and preschool is free for the child’s 
family. For the child who is next in line in the locality priority 
scheme for a VPI slot but falls just short, nothing is paid by the
State. 

The Governor’s current proposal appears to continue this general 
approach. Children eligible for slots get 100 percent government-
paid preschool, but children barely missing eligibility are not part 
of the program, and nothing is paid by the State. This approach to 
expanding pre-K raises some equity concerns. 

POLICY OPTIONS FOR EXPANDING PRE-K TO ALL  
FOUR-YEAR-OLDS IN VIRGINIA 

If the primary goal of a State-run pre-K program is to reduce dis-
parities in school readiness between more disadvantaged children 
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and those from more affluent backgrounds, then it makes sense for 
the State to target those disadvantaged children.  But concerns for 
equity may make it impossible for the State to determine which 
children would have access and which ones would be denied access 
to the pre-K program. The question of who pays for the program is 
a different issue. 

A way of addressing the concerns for equity is by assuming a goal
of making pre-K available to all four-year-olds in Virginia. The 
administration originally estimated the annual cost of expanding 
VPI to all four-year-olds as approximately $300 million. It has
been suggested that such an expansion, with State and local gov-
ernments fully subsidizing pre-K for all four-year-olds, would be
too expensive for the State to undertake, especially at a time of 
State revenue shortfalls.   

Consequently, the administration has narrowed the proposed ex-
pansion to a subset of children by broadening the definition of “at-
risk” children who would qualify for the VPI program. In other 
words, more children were targeted for the pre-K program, while
others were left out. Under this proposal, an additional 17,000 
four-year-olds in Virginia would qualify for a free pre-K program, 
while a vast majority of four-year-olds still would not. 

However, policy options are available that would make participa-
tion in a pre-K program for all four-year-olds in Virginia less costly
to the State and local governments. For instance, there is the op-
tion of allowing more affluent parents to pay a greater share of the 
costs of an expanded pre-K program through a graduated schedule
of parent fees, based on parental income. In this way, State and lo-
cal governments could afford to pay a greater share of the costs of 
participation in the pre-K program for those children from disad-
vantaged backgrounds, while still allowing children from more af-
fluent families the opportunity to participate. Having a more 
gradual fee schedule would avoid the need to make decisions as to
who does and does not get to participate based on an arbitrary
family income threshold, while at the same time it could tap a po-
tential revenue source. 

Before estimating the costs to the State of expanding the pre-K 
program to all four-year-olds in Virginia, it is necessary first to es-
timate, under varying assumptions, the total operating cost of ex-
panding the basic full-day, academic year-long pre-K program, re-
gardless of who is paying for it. Then several options can be
considered.  One option is to consider alternative revenue sources, 
such as assessing fees to parents with higher levels of income, to 
help pay for an expanded pre-K program.  Other options include 
whether to have a full-day program for all students or a half-day 
program for students in the expanded pre-K program; whether to 
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have the expanded program last an entire academic year or to fo-
cus on a few weeks in the summer immediately before the stu-
dents’ entry into kindergarten (or do both); and whether to require 
all school divisions to offer a pre-K program. 

Total Operating Costs of Expanding Pre-K to All Four-Year-Olds 
in Virginia 

Assuming there are 526,158 children under age five in Virginia, 
about one-fifth, or roughly 105,000, of them are four-year-olds. 
Some of them are already eligible for government-sponsored pre-
school programs: 18,730 for VPI, 8,502 for Head Start, 6,025 for 
Special Education programs, and 4,548 for Title I programs, leav-
ing about 67,000 who currently would be eligible for an expansion 
of a State-sponsored pre-K program. 

Several components of this annual total cost estimate could vary.
The assumed participation rate in this new pre-K program could 
be as low as 30 percent (the approximate participation rate cur-
rently in Clarke County’s universal pre-K program) or as high as 
100 percent. Further, the per-student operating cost of the pro-
gram could range from an amount as low as $5,700 (which is cur-
rently used for the VPI program) to an amount as high as $7,920 
(based on the prevailing cost per pupil in an elementary school
program, as estimated under the “Cost of Achieving Parity With K-
12 Education” option in Chapter 8). Therefore, the total operating 
costs of expanding the VPI full-day program to all remaining four-
year-olds in Virginia could range from approximately $115 million
to $534 million (Table 34). These operating cost estimates do not 
include the capital costs associated with the need for expanding fa-
cilities to accommodate the additional pre-K students. 

Table 34: Annual Total Operating Cost Estimates of Expanded Pre-K 
Program Under Different Assumptions  

Assumed  Assumed Cost Per Student 

Participation Rate 


$5,700 $7,920 (percent) 

 100% $384,333,900 $534,021,840 
90 345,900,510 480,619,656 
80 307,467,120 427,217,472 
70 269,033,730 373,815,288 
60 230,600,340 320,413,104 
50 192,166,950 267,010,920 
40 153,733,560 213,608,736 
30 115,300,170 160,206,552 

Source: JLARC staff analysis. 
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Alternative Revenue Sources: The Option of Parent Fees 

Parents in Virginia are already paying providers a substantial 
amount for child care each year. Of the approximately 105,000
four-year-olds in Virginia, about 19 percent of them are currently
placed in private child care centers, 12 percent in religious facili-
ties, and 24 percent in home-based family child-care settings. The 
average annual fee paid for full-time center care for a four-year-old 
is $7,488, and the fee paid for home-based care is $6,552, on aver-
age. As a result, Virginia parents may already be paying providers 
up to $409 million a year for child care for their four-year-olds.
Therefore, the policy option of having a sliding scale of parent fees, 
based on parental income, may appropriately tap this potential
revenue source to help pay for the operating cost associated with 
making the State pre-K program available to all four-year-olds. 

An Illustrative Example. It is possible to design a schedule of parent 
fees, based on income, that could be used to help pay a substantial 
portion of the operating cost of expanding the pre-K program to all 
four-year-olds. For the following illustrative example, a number of 
assumptions are made: 

•	 The distribution of income for parents of four-year-olds is the
same as the distribution of income for all households, as re-
ported by the 2006 American Community Survey from the
U.S. Census Bureau. 
•	 Assuming a participation rate of 100 percent, the assumed

annual per-student cost is $6,800 (approximately the prevail-
ing cost of high-quality preschool, as reported on the JLARC
staff survey of school divisions). Consequently, the assumed 
total operating cost of expanding the pre-K program would be
roughly $459 million. 
•	 Parents of at-risk children who are eligible for current gov-

ernment-sponsored preschool programs (such as VPI, Head 
Start, and Title I) will continue to pay none of the program 
costs. 
•	 Parents of children who are not eligible for at-risk preschool

programs will be assessed tuition, based on the following 
sliding scale: 

o	 For every $1,000 of income above $15,000, the parents
would be assessed a fee of 1.64 percent of the per-
student cost. In this example, the fee would increase
by $111.48 for every additional $1,000 of income. 

o	 Parents with an income of $75,000 or more would be 
assessed the full per-student cost of $6,800. This 
amount can be compared to the average annual fee 
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in Virginia for full-time center care for a four-year-
old, which is $7,488 for a 12-month year, and which
can be pro-rated to $5,760 to $6,480 for a 40- to 45-
week school year. 

In this illustrative example, the assessed parent fees would first be
subtracted from the total cost to determine how much is to be paid 
by the State and local governments. This remainder would have
the composite index applied to it to determine the local govern-
ment share of the cost, so that the State’s obligation would be to
pay for what is left over. This method is consistent with other edu-
cation formulas, including that of VPI. 

The assessed parent fees would cover about $316 million of the to-
tal operating cost of expanding the pre-K program, leaving the lo-
cal government share at about $63 million and the State share at 
about $80 million. 

Variations on this illustrative example are possible. For instance, 
policymakers may desire that higher-income parents would pay 
less than the full cost of $6,800, such as a maximum of $6,100 
(such that State and local governments would be subsidizing at 
least $700 of the cost of each student). This policy option could be 
motivated by a desire to encourage parents to enroll their four-
year-olds in a pre-K program with an educational component, 
rather than using cheaper child-care options. In that case, the slid-
ing scale in this example would be such that the parents’ fee would
increase by $100 for every additional $1,000 of income above 
$15,000. Then the assessed parent fees would be about $283 mil-
lion, with the local government share about $78 million and the
State share about $98 million. 

The assumption of 100 percent participation, at least in the early
years of such a program, may not be realistic.  The following alter-
native assumptions about participation rates (that still would
likely err on the high side) may be more realistic: 

•	 For children in the group receiving a government subsidy 
based on the sliding scale (that is, their parents have in-
comes in the $15,000 to $75,000 range), the participation rate
would be about two-thirds.  This rate is close to the participa-
tion rate of the current VPI program and of Oklahoma’s and 
Georgia’s universal pre-K programs. 
•	 For children in the group paying the full operating per-pupil 

cost of the expanded pre-K program (that is, parents with in-
comes of $75,000 and more), the participation rate would be 
about one-third. This rate is similar to that currently ob-
served in Clarke County’s universal pre-K program. 
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With these alternative assumed participation rates, the cost esti-
mates are lower. Assuming no cap is put on the individual parents’ 
fees (other than the assumed per-pupil operating cost of $6,800), 
the total cost of the program would be about $243 million. About 
$148 million would be paid through parent fees, $42 million by lo-
cal governments, and about $53 million by the State. Assuming a
cap of $6,100 is put on the individual parents’ fees, the total cost
would still be about $243 million. But about $133 million would be 
paid through parent fees, with about $49 million paid by local gov-
ernments and about $61 million by the State. 

Another variation on this illustrative example is to assume differ-
ent per-pupil operating costs. For instance, the prevailing cost per
pupil in an elementary school program, as estimated under the 
“Cost of Achieving Parity With K-12 Education” option in Chapter 
8, is $7,920. This amount is about 16 percent more than the $6,800
estimate. If this higher per-pupil cost is assumed instead, all cost
estimates should generally be about 16 percent higher than the
ones based on the $6,800 per-pupil cost.  

Features of the Illustrative Example. There are other features of this 
illustrative example that are worth mentioning. 

•	 The key assumptions in the illustrative example could be 
easily changed. For example, other income thresholds for the 
sliding scale, and other percent changes in fees per $1,000 of
parent income, could be used. 
•	 The State payment can be regarded as a flat amount paid to

each local school division for its local pre-K program. The lo-
cal school divisions would have considerable freedom to 
choose how they wish to combine funds and to implement 
their pre-K programs.  
•	 The parent fees would be collected on the local level. If pre-

ferred in some localities, the parent fees could be reduced or
waived if the local government is willing to absorb the cost. 
•	 When collecting parent fees for students who do not qualify 

as “at risk,” the default could be the full program cost per 
child. Parents could then be advised to bring to the local VPI
coordinator (or some other designee of the pre-K program) a 
copy of their most recently filed income tax form, to deter-
mine what, if any, State and local government subsidy might
be applied to their fees, based on their income level. In the 
case of divorced or separated parents, the income tax forms
of both custodial and non-custodial parents would be re-
quested to qualify for a government subsidy. 
•	 Having more affluent parents pay something for their chil-

dren’s preschool (rather than getting it for free) could provide 
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an incentive for them to consider private and religious-
affiliated providers as an alternative. This situation could 
keep these providers who remain outside the State’s pre-K 
system competitive, rather than driving them out of busi-
ness. 
•	 Participation in the State’s expanded pre-K program would

more likely be lower among the parents who would pay
higher fees. 

The Option of a Scholarship Program. The State could further help
families afford the fees for early childhood education by creating a 
tax credit that would raise money for scholarships. Pennsylvania 
currently has such a program. The Pennsylvania pre-K plan
awards a corporation a 100 percent tax credit for its first $10,000
in contributions to a nonprofit pre-kindergarten scholarship or-
ganization and up to a 90 percent credit for contributions up to 
$100,000. The scholarships could be awarded based on family in-
come or other indicators of need or risk. 

Advocates for this approach have suggested that a scholarship ap-
proach is a less expensive approach to pre-K than governmental 
approaches, comparing Pennsylvania’s low average scholarship 
cost to the per-pupil price tag that is associated with the State’s
planned expansion of pre-K. For example, in an article appearing 
in a Richmond newspaper under the headline “Education Tax 
Credits Cost Less, Do More on Pre-K,” an education policy analyst 
stated: 

The Pennsylvania business donation tax credit for pre-K is
already helping thousands of low-income children [empha-
sis added] with a relatively small amount of money… The 
Commonwealth Foundation, a Pennsylvania think tank,
found that those kids were helped with an average of just 
$1,370, compared with the government-run plan that would 
cost $6,750 per child. 

This is not a case, however, in which there are two options for ac-
complishing the same end and one is simply less costly than the
other. In a VPI classroom with 18 children, the current maximum 
number allowed by standards, the cited per-pupil scholarship
amount of $1,370 would provide $24,660 for that classroom. Based 
on the average class size for VPI (about 15 children), the cited per-
pupil amount would pay $20,550 in costs. These amounts would 
pay the compensation costs of an instructional assistant for the
class, but not the costs for a well-qualified lead teacher plus an in-
structional assistant plus reasonable support costs. An attempted
State expansion of the program through just the use of a Pennsyl-
vania-style scholarship program would not be adequate to meet 
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the costs, leaving a substantial balance of unmet costs for the low-
income family or for local government to pay if the program is to 
operate. 

In addition, written policies regarding this scholarship fund would 
be needed to prevent misuse, specifying 

•	 who would be administering the fund; 
•	 who would be eligible to receive a scholarship, based on what 

criteria; and 
•	 what the amount of the scholarship would be, based on what 

criteria. 

Care should be taken to ensure that the scholarship would go only
to families in need, and would be in proportion to need—rather 
than, for instance, a flat amount for which upper-middle- and up-
per-income parents would be eligible as well as lower-income par-
ents. 

The Option of Half-Day Versus Full-Day 

Most local VPI programs currently are full-day programs, lasting 
at least six hours. However, some localities have chosen to have 
half-day programs, meaning that the preschool class meets for ap-
proximately three hours each day. As a result, the State currently
funds half-day VPI programs at 50 percent of the full-day per-pupil 
rate. 

The State could choose to make available to all remaining four-
year-olds a half-day, rather than a full-day, pre-K program. Choos-
ing this option could reduce by 50 percent the State’s share of the
cost in the illustrative example (from $53 million to about $26.5 
million), although the actual cost to be covered by the locality and 
parent fees may not necessarily decrease by 50 percent. 

A 2006 study by Robin, Frede, and Barnett of the National Insti-
tute for Early Education Research (NIEER) found that the benefits
of full-day preschool over half-day programs are significant. The
NIEER study is based on a randomized trial that compared chil-
dren from low-income families in a school district in New Jersey 
who attended half-day and full-day public preschool programs that
lasted for 41 to 45 weeks. Results show that children attending a 
2.5- to 3-hour public preschool program had improved (by six to
seven standard score points) on vocabulary and math tests by the 
spring kindergarten assessment, but that children attending an 
eight-hour program had improved even more (by 11 to 12 standard 
score points). The authors concluded: 
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Results of this study indicate that even students who are
far behind at entry to preschool can develop vocabulary,
math, and literacy skills that approach national norms if 
provided with extended-duration [that is, full-time] pre-
school that maintains reasonable quality standards. 

Thus it appears, among low-income students at least, that half-day
programs lasting the entire school year can benefit students, but 
that full-day programs can benefit them even more. 

The Option of a Summer Pre-K Program Lasting Five Weeks 

Opponents to universal pre-K have promoted a summer pre-K pro-
gram as a less-expensive alternative to a pre-K program lasting a 
full academic year. The idea of providing a summer pre-K program 
is not new to many school divisions in Virginia. At least 30 already 
provide their at-risk preschool students with classes or programs 
during the summer leading into the kindergarten year. In particu-
lar, of the 78 divisions responding to the JLARC staff survey, 

•	 16 reported providing summer school classes, 
•	 12 reported having a special transitional program for pre-K 

students moving to kindergarten, and 
•	 two reported that the program offered by contracted provid-

ers continues during the summer. 

The “Ready to Start” program is an example of a summer pre-K 
program that has been used as an alternative to a program lasting 
a full academic year. This program has been operating for the last 
four years in the Greenfield Union and Rosedale Union School Dis-
tricts in Kern County, California. Ready to Start is an intensive, 
four- to-five week school readiness program targeting, in the sum-
mer before they enter kindergarten, those four-year-olds with no 
preschool experience. Classes meet for three hours per day for five
days each week. Using certified teachers, teacher aides, classroom 
coaches, and existing school classroom facilities, the Ready to Start 
program provides a structured, academic pre-kindergarten curricu-
lum designed to give students the skills most needed to succeed in
kindergarten. 

Children’s academic skills are evaluated on 24 key reading, math, 
and other skills before entering the program and at the end. In the 
Greenfield school district, the test scores of Ready to Start stu-
dents were about 30 percent higher than scores of a control group 
of district students who did not attend any preschool. After one 
semester of kindergarten, the Ready to Start children continued to
perform better than the students in the control group. In the Rose-
dale school district, follow-up testing showed the Ready to Start 
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students performed as well or better than other kindergarteners,
nine out of ten of whom had some type of preschool experience. 

The cost of the Ready to Start program is about $350 per student. 
Assuming that in Virginia all children not deemed “at risk” would 
participate in such a summer program, if there were no parent fees 
such that the State and local governments were to fully absorb the 
costs of such a program, the State share would be as much as $13
million and the matching local share would be about $11 million. If
parent fees were to be collected on a sliding scale in a manner con-
sistent with the illustrative example above, then the parents’ fee
would increase by $5.74 for every additional $1,000 of income 
above $15,000. As a result, parent fees would cover about $16 mil-
lion of the costs, the State share would be about $4 million, and 
the local government share would be about $3 million. However, 
assuming that 42 percent of the children not eligible for “at risk” 
preschool programs still have some preschool experience (as they 
do now), such that 58 percent would be participating in such a
summer program, the cost estimates would be even lower. 

According to the Rosedale School District Superintendent, the
four-week summer pre-school program was intended as a first 
component, with a full school year program to be the next compo-
nent added. However, after only the summer school component 
was pilot tested for a couple of years and the results became 
known, it was presented as an alternative to year-round pre-K.
The full school year program component has not been added to the
pilot Ready to Start program in Kern County. However, the option 
still exists to provide a four- to-five week summer program as a 
supplement to, rather than instead of, a pre-K program that takes 
place during the full academic year. 

When comparing a four- to-five week program (such as the Ready 
to Start program) with a pre-K program that lasts a full school 
year (such as the VPI program generally is in local school divi-
sions), a key decision is the amount of preparation and readiness
for kindergarten to require. In particular, it appears that the stan-
dards of the Ready to Start program may be the most essential for 
school readiness, but they are not as comprehensive as Virginia’s 
Foundation Blocks for Early Learning (DOE’s standards for four-
year-olds). For example, the Ready to Start Curriculum Scorecard
has as a desired result of math activities that the student can ac-
curately count from one to ten; the Virginia Mathematics Founda-
tion Block objective is for the student to count to 20 or more. As 
another example, the Ready to Start Curriculum Scorecard has as
a desired result of teaching alphabet letters that the student can
say the alphabet in songs and games; the Virginia Literacy Foun-
dation Block on letter knowledge aims to have the student cor-
rectly identify 10 to 18 alphabet letters by name in random order. 
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In general, it appears that mastery of the Ready to Start objectives 
is necessary before the Virginia Foundation Blocks objectives could 
be achieved. 

But the question of whether a more focused, shorter program is
sufficient to meet the needs of students entering kindergarten may
require the testing of pilot programs in Virginia before offering
such a program statewide. Such pilot tests should compare kinder-
garten students who were in a four- to-five week pre-K program 
with 

•	 kindergarteners who had no preschool experience, and 
•	 kindergarteners who were in a full-day pre-K program that 

lasted the entire school year (about 40 to 45 weeks). 

Students in these pilot tests should be assessed using measures 
such as the Phonological Awareness and Literacy Screening 
(PALS-K) assessment and nationally normed tests such as the
Woodcock-Johnson Achievement Test. The following questions
when comparing these three groups of kindergarteners should be 
asked: 

•	 Do students who had a four- to-five week pre-K program 
score significantly higher on these measures than students 
with no preschool experience? 
•	 Does attending a full-day pre-K program during the entire 

school year result in better test scores or other outcomes, 
compared to attending the four- to-five week, half-day pro-
gram? What exactly does a more extensive pre-K program 
buy? 

The Option of Requiring All School Divisions to Offer Pre-K Program 
Addresses Equity Concerns, But Would Be Difficult 

Equity concerns could lead to the goal of providing all students in
the State access to a pre-K program, regardless of what locality 
they live in. The current situation of having local participation in 
the VPI program voluntary could seem inequitable, from a family 
and student perspective. For example, it may seem inequitable 
when an at-risk child living in Manassas Park (which participates
in the program) may have access to a free, high-quality, State-
sponsored pre-K program, when that same child, if living in Ma-
nassas City (which does not participate) may not. 

One proposed way of requiring all school divisions to offer a pre-K 
program is to include it in the Standards of Quality (SOQ). Includ-
ing a pre-K program in the SOQ would be assuming that a pre-K 
program is an essential part of the State’s minimum requirements 
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for a foundation elementary and secondary education program, 
like kindergarten is now. But unlike the mandatory education re-
quirements for children age five and older, there currently is no 
statute mandating that four-year-olds attend some educational 
program. Therefore, including a pre-K program for four-year-olds 
in the SOQ does not seem appropriate unless there is a change in 
statute requiring four-year-olds to attend an educational program. 
Currently, attendance of four-year-olds in educational programs is 
voluntary. This change in statute would represent a fundamental 
policy change in the State’s requirement for when to begin a child’s
formal education. 

There already is wide variation in education programs offered by
the different school divisions, in part because of differences in local 
aspiration and differences in local willingness to pay for essentially 
voluntary programs. Some of the differences in local aspiration 
may be in response to the demands placed on the school division by 
local parents. Differences in the local willingness to pay for these 
programs may also reflect differences in localities’ abilities to gen-
erate revenues. The State currently recognizes these differences in
both mandating a fundamental education program (the SOQ) and
providing initiatives outside the SOQ in which it is up to local de-
cisions to participate. To shift the pre-K program from one that is 
currently voluntary to one that is mandatory would entail a fun-
damental policy shift. 

Further, the consequences to the State of a requirement that all
school divisions offer a pre-K program depend on exactly what, at a
minimum, is required by the State. If the minimum requirement is
a summer, four- to-five-week pre-K program, then there may not 
be such a need for expanding existing local facilities that would re-
quire State involvement.  

On the other hand, if the minimum requirement is a pre-K pro-
gram that lasts throughout the academic year (like the current
VPI program), then the State may have to be more involved in lo-
cal facility issues and possible capital costs associated with the
necessary expansion of facilities to be available during the aca-
demic year. This situation could be difficult for the State to man-
age adequately, because local school divisions since the 1930s have
had primary responsibility for providing their facilities, and they
have had considerable flexibility in determining how to use their
facilities. (For example, facilities such as trailers originally 
planned for younger students may be used by older students in-
stead, or vice versa.) 

Another aspect of the need for facilities for an expanded pre-K pro-
gram is the administration’s proposal to enlist the facilities of pri-
vate providers. The administration proposes to “partner with pri-
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vate providers” who meet State standards and participate in its 
plan for serving a total of 30,000 four-year-olds in VPI by FY 2012.
This partnership would include using the facilities of these private 
providers. While this plan may alleviate the need for school divi-
sions directly to provide new facilities in some localities, it is es-
sentially voluntary and requires private providers to be meeting
State standards. There is no guarantee that this proposal would 
meet the facility needs in all localities, especially if there are not 
enough local providers willing to participate or meet State stan-
dards. Consequently, the local school divisions would still have the 
responsibility of ensuring that there are adequate facilities, and 
the State would still have some role in ensuring that facility needs 
are met. 

ILLUSTRATIVE SCENARIOS OF COMBINING POLICY 
OPTIONS FOR EXPANDING THE PRE-K PROGRAM 

It is possible to tailor an expansion of the current pre-K program
more to the State’s current situation by considering possible com-
binations of policy options. These possible combinations are illus-
trated in the following scenarios: (1) assuming minimal new public 
money available—offering a summer program only, to children 
without preschool experience, and with parent fees; (2) expanding
the VPI program to more low-income children (as the Governor
currently proposes), while offering a summer program to every-
body else without preschool experience (with parent fees); (3) offer-
ing a full-day, school-year-long pre-K program to everyone (with 
parent fees), and offering a summer session to those who do not
participate and have no preschool experience; and (4) a variation of 
scenario 3, but with parent fees paying for a greater portion of the 
operating costs so that State and local government costs are sub-
stantially lower. 

All scenarios assume that all localities are fully participating in 
the program, so that the participation rates are primarily limited
by parents’ willingness to have their children attend the pre-K
program. Consequently, the cost estimates associated with the fol-
lowing scenarios would be on the high side, because they are allow-
ing for the potential participation of children who may not attend
the program, for reasons not included in the following assump-
tions. If alternative assumptions were to be made about lower par-
ticipation rates, the cost estimates could be reduced accordingly. 

Scenario 1: Minimal State and Local Government Costs 

Assuming that something is to be done for all children who are not 
currently eligible for public preschool programs, yet that budget 
constraints are paramount, there are still courses of action that 
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the State can take, as illustrated by this scenario, which makes the 
following assumptions:  

•	 The cost of a four- to-five-week summer session is $350. 
•	 All local school divisions are assumed to be participating. If

some are not participating, the cost estimates of this scenario 
would be lower. 
•	 About 42 percent of the children not currently eligible for “at-

risk” preschool programs still have some preschool experi-
ence with private or church-affiliated providers. Therefore, 
the remaining 58 percent would otherwise have no preschool
experience and would be eligible for the summer session. 
•	 Parent fees for the summer session are collected on a sliding 

scale, such that the parents’ fee would increase by $5.74 for 
every additional $1,000 of income above $15,000. Parents 
with combined income equal to or greater than $75,000 pay 
100 percent of the $350 fee. 
•	 The distribution of income of parents of four-year-olds is the

same as the distribution of income for all households, as re-
ported by the 2006 American Community Survey from the
U.S. Census Bureau. 
•	 There is 100 percent participation among the children eligi-

ble for the summer session. 

The total operating cost of this scenario would be about $13.7 mil-
lion. About $9.4 million would be covered by parent fees, the local 
government share would be about $1.9 million and the cost to the
State would be about $2.4 million. 

This scenario has several advantages: 

•	 Approximately 37,000 children would be helped to acquire
the skills most needed to succeed in kindergarten at about
1/20th the cost of a full-day, full-school-year preschool pro-
gram, when they would not otherwise receive this help before 
entering kindergarten. 
•	 There would be no major capital costs for facilities, because 

existing school facilities that may otherwise be vacant could 
be used during the summer. 
•	 Students would still be free to attend full-day, full-school-

year preschool programs provided at private or religiously-
affiliated facilities, if their parents so choose.  
•	 Private and religiously-affiliated providers would not be so 

adversely impacted by competition from the public school 
programs. 
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•	 By having the pre-K program targeted to students the sum-
mer before they enter kindergarten, the average age of stu-
dents would be older (compared to those in a program taking 
place during the previous academic year). These older stu-
dents may be able to master and retain more of the content of 
the program, compared to younger students. 
•	 More advantaged children especially (without preschool ex-

perience) may not need full-day preschool for the full school
year, so a four-week summer session may be a more efficient 
way for them to acquire the most essential skills for kinder-
garten. 
•	 The costs to the State and local governments are low. 

But this scenario has disadvantages, also. 

•	 A half-day, four-week summer session may not prepare stu-
dents for kindergarten as thoroughly as a full-day program 
that lasts the entire academic year. 
•	 Lower-income or more disadvantaged students may espe-

cially need greater preparation for kindergarten than a 
summer session would provide, and their families would be 
unable to afford full-day preschool with a private or relig-
iously-affiliated provider. Instead, they are getting a second-
best alternative. 

Scenario 2: Broaden Eligibility for VPI Program to More Lower-
Income Students, and Offer Summer Session to the Remainder 

This scenario builds on the Governor’s plan for expanding the VPI
program to a disadvantaged segment of the student population, 
and offers something to everyone else. Under this scenario, mini-
mizing State and local government costs is not as high a priority. 
More specifically, this scenario is based on the following assump-
tions: 

•	 Free preschool is offered to families who qualify for free and
reduced price lunches. Eligibility for the VPI program is ex-
tended to about 17,000 children beyond the approximately 
13,000 currently served. Assumed enrollment figures and 
projected costs of the Governor’s proposal are applied as
given. 
•	 All local school divisions are assumed to be participating. 
•	 Although the Governor’s plan does not offer free or subsi-

dized pre-K services for middle- and upper-income families, 
this scenario offers a summer session to all four-year-olds 
with no preschool experience. 
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•	 The cost of a four- to-five-week summer session is $350. 
•	 About 42 percent of the 50,000 children not eligible for VPI 

or other government preschool programs have some pre-
school experience with private or religiously-affiliated pro-
viders. 
•	 Parent fees for the summer session are collected on a sliding 

scale, such that the parents’ fee would increase by $5.74 for 
every additional $1,000 of income above $15,000. Parents 
with combined income equal to or greater than $75,000 pay 
100 percent of the $350 fee. 
•	 The distribution of income of parents of four-year-olds is the

same as the distribution of income for all households, as re-
ported by the 2006 American Community Survey from the
U.S. Census Bureau. 
•	 There is 100 percent participation among the children eligi-

ble for the summer session. 

The Governor’s plan is estimated by the administration to cost the 
State $75 million annually and local governments about $60 mil-
lion. Offering a summer session to four-year-olds with no preschool
experience would cost an extra $10.2 million—with $7.0 million to
be covered by parent fees, $1.8 million to be covered by the State,
and $1.4 million to be covered by local governments. Consequently, 
under this scenario the State costs would be about $77 million and 
local costs about $61 million. This scenario has several advan-
tages: 

•	 It makes available a full-day, full-school-year pre-K program 
to lower-income children, who would likely need it the most. 
Further, because these children are from families that could 
less likely afford paying for such a program, it provides it to 
them for free. 
•	 It ensures that all children have available some preschool 

experience or summer session experience to prepare them for 
kindergarten. 
•	 Providing a less extensive program to more advantaged chil-

dren (with no preschool experience) may more efficiently 
serve their needs. 

But this scenario also has its disadvantages: 

•	 The system still has an “all or nothing” quality to it. The sys-
tem still fully subsidizes a full-school-year pre-K program to 
those who qualify for the “at risk” threshold, but does sub-
stantially less for those who do not qualify.  
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•	 Parents of children who do not qualify for being “at risk” (but 
may be near the income threshold) may still wish to place 
their children in a full-day, full-school-year pre-K program
while they work, but receive little or no assistance to do so. 

Scenario 3: Offer Full-Day Pre-K Program Throughout the School 
Year to Everyone (With Parent Fees), and Offer Summer Session to 
Those With No Preschool Experience 

This scenario combines the option of having a universal pre-K pro-
gram with a sliding scale of parent fees and the option of having a 
summer session for those who do not participate. This scenario makes
the following assumptions: 

•	 Instead of expanding a fully-subsidized VPI program to a 
portion of the student population, a full-day pre-K program 
throughout the school year is offered to all children, with 
parents assumed to be paying at least a portion of the operat-
ing costs (depending upon their level of income). 
•	 The assumed per-student operating cost is $6,800. 
•	 The sliding scale of parent fees in this scenario is the same as

the illustrative example from page 142 of this report. 

o	 For every $1,000 of household income above $15,000,
the parents would be assessed a fee of 1.64 percent 
of the per-student cost. In this example, the fee
would increase by $111.48 for every additional 
$1,000 of income. 

o	 Parents with $75,000 income or over would be as-
sessed the full per-student cost of $6,800.  

•	 The distribution of income of parents of four-year-olds is the
same as the distribution of income for all households, as re-
ported by the 2006 American Community Survey from the
U.S. Census Bureau. 
•	 All local school divisions are assumed to be participating.

Again, if some are not participating, the cost estimates of this 
scenario would be lower. 
•	 Because participating parents are assumed to pay a substan-

tial portion of the operating costs of an expanded State pre-K 
program that lasts the full academic year, and participation 
is voluntary, the assumed participation rates are (1) two-
thirds for students from families with annual income in the 
range of $15,000 to $75,000; and (2) one-third for students 
from families with annual incomes of $75,000 and more. 
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Therefore, the total operating cost of this portion of an ex-
panded pre-K program is roughly $243 million. 
•	 Roughly 42 percent of the four-year-olds not participating in

the expanded State full-year pre-K program attend pre-
school in private or religiously-affiliated facilities. As a re-
sult, about 18,400 four-year-olds would have no preschool ex-
perience. These four-year-olds would be eligible for the sum-
mer session. 
•	 The participation rate of students eligible for the summer

session is assumed to be 100 percent. 
•	 The cost of a four- to-five-week summer session is $350. 
•	 Parent fees for the summer session are collected on a sliding 

scale, such that the parents’ fee would increase by $5.74 for 
every additional $1,000 of family income above $15,000. Par-
ents with combined income equal to or greater than $75,000
pay 100 percent of the $350 fee. 

The costs of this scenario would be the sum of the costs of a State 
full-day, full-school-year pre-K program and the costs of a summer 
session for those children without preschool experience. Under
these assumptions, parent fees would cover about $148 million, lo-
cal governments about $42 million, and the State about $53 mil-
lion of the operating costs of the State pre-K program during the 
academic year. The summer session would cost in total up to $6.4 
million, with parent fees paying for approximately $5.0 million, lo-
cal governments about $630,000 and the State about $791,000 of 
the costs. Consequently, in this scenario parents would pay a total
of about $153 million, local governments about $43 million, and 
the State about $54 million. This scenario has several advantages: 

•	 A full-day pre-K program that lasts for the full school year is 
available to all four-year-olds in Virginia. Nobody in a par-
ticipating school division would be excluded from this pro-
gram on the basis of family income. 
•	 There are no arbitrary income thresholds for eligibility to the 

extended pre-K program. Consequently, there are no sudden 
large shifts in preschool costs to parents if they go from one 
level of income to another. 
•	 Upper-middle-income and upper-income parents are allowed 

to participate in the program, but are not having the early 
education costs of their children fully subsidized by State and 
local government (as the costs of at-risk children would be). 
•	 Lower-income students may mix with more advantaged stu-

dents in the extended pre-K program. 
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•	 Having an extended pre-K program available to more advan-
taged students may better accommodate their parents’ work 
schedules. 
•	 Having the parents pay at least some of the operating cost of

their children attending the pre-K program makes a univer-
sal pre-K program feasible, when otherwise it may have been
too expensive for State and local government to fund.  
•	 With many parents paying most or all of their children’s op-

erating cost in the State program, private providers outside 
the State system remain a competitive alternative. 

However, this scenario also has its disadvantages: 

•	 The capital costs, and the associated difficulties, of expand-
ing facilities to accommodate a universal pre-K program dur-
ing the school year in some local school divisions may be con-
siderable. 
•	 Staffing an expanded pre-K program during the school year 

may make recruiting and retaining elementary school teach-
ers more difficult in school divisions that are already experi-
encing staffing problems. 
•	 Some localities may have difficulty finding the extra money

needed for the local share of this program. Likewise, the
State may experience difficulty raising the additional reve-
nues needed during a time of revenue shortfalls. 

Scenario 4: Same as Scenario 3, but With Greater Reliance on 
Parent Fees 

This scenario also entails offering a full-day pre-K program
throughout the school year to all four-year-olds, and offering a 
summer session to those with no preschool experience. But instead 
of relying as much on State and local funding, greater reliance is
placed on parent fees to meet the operating costs. The assumptions 
from Scenario 3 apply to Scenario 4 as well, except the assump-
tions on which the parent fees are based. 

•	 The sliding scale of parent fees in this scenario is assumed to 
be: 

o	 For every $1,000 of income above $15,000, the parents
would be assessed a fee of 3.0 percent of the per-
student cost. In this example, the fee would increase
by $188.89 for every additional $1,000 of income. 

o	 Parents with $50,000 income or over would be as-
sessed the full per-student cost of $6,800.  
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•	 Parents of at-risk children who are eligible for current gov-
ernment-sponsored preschool programs (such as VPI, Head 
Start, and Title I) are still assumed to continue to pay none 
of the costs of the program. 
•	 Participating parents in the $15,000 to $75,000 annual in-

come range are assumed to pay an even greater portion of
the operating costs of an expanded State pre-K program, and 
participation is voluntary. The assumed participation rates 
are (1) two-thirds for students from families with annual in-
come in the range of $15,000 to $50,000; and (2) one-third for 
students from families with annual incomes of $50,000 and 
more. Therefore, the total operating cost of this portion of an
expanded pre-K program is roughly $199 million, although 
this estimate may be considered to be on the high side. If the
participation rates were lower, the estimated total cost would 
be lower. 
•	 Parent fees for the summer session are collected on the same 

percent sliding scale, such that the parents’ fee would in-
crease by $9.72 for every additional $1,000 of income above 
$15,000. Parents with combined income equal to or greater 
than $50,000 pay 100 percent of the $350 fee. 

The main difference between Scenario 3 and Scenario 4 is that un-
der Scenario 4, a larger segment of parents receive no subsidy from
State and local government, and the average participation rate in 
the full-year program is lower. Some of the cost of this program is
shifted from State and local governments to parent fees. The allo-
cation of costs of the State pre-K program for the academic year 
would be about $165 million in assessed parent fees, approxi-
mately $19 million to be paid by the State, and roughly $15 million
to be paid by localities. Of the $7.8 million in summer session costs 
for students without preschool experience, parents would pay
about $7.3 million, the State about $278,000 and local govern-
ments about $222,000. As a result, under Scenario 4 parents would 
pay about $173 million, local governments about $15 million, and 
the State about $19 million. 

The primary advantages and disadvantages of this scenario can be
seen by comparing Scenario 4 with Scenario 3. The main advan-
tage of Scenario 4 is that the State would be paying less than a 
third of what it would be under Scenario 3. The main disadvantage
is that shifting more of the costs to the parents in the $15,000 to 
$75,000 income range would make participating in the State pre-K 
system a more expensive option for them (as shown in Table 35), so 
that a larger-than-anticipated proportion of them may opt out.
However, the programs of private and religiously-affiliated provid-
ers would remain a viable alternative, so these programs would 
remain competitive. 
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Other scenarios with other schedules of parent fees could be devel-
oped. The schedules used in these four illustrative scenarios were 
developed to demonstrate the magnitude of potential consequences
of different key policy options. 

Table 35: Assumed Parent Fees for Different Income Levels 
Under Different Illustrative Scenarios 

Assumed  Assumed Annual Parent Fees 

Parent 
 Scenario 3 Scenario 4 

Income Level 
$15,000 $111.48 $188.89 
20,000 668.85 1,133.33 

25,000 1,226.23 2,077.78 
30,000 1,783.61 3,022.22 

35,000 2,340.98 3,966.67 
40,000 2,898.36 4,911.11 

45,000 3,455.74 5,855.56 
50,000 4,013.11 6,800.00 

55,000 4,570.49 6,800.00 
60,000 5,127.87 6,800.00 

65,000 5,685.25 6,800.00 
70,000 6,242.62 6,800.00 

75,000 6,800.00 6,800.00 

Source: JLARC staff analysis. 
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      LLiisstt ooff RReeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss::
 
Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI): Current 
Implementation and Potential Changes 

1.	 The Virginia Department of Education should conduct a longi-
tudinal study of students who completed the Virginia Preschool
Initiative (VPI) and other preschool programs to determine 
how these students perform on Standards of Learning (SOL)
tests throughout school. The first such study should report on
the performance of VPI graduates on the 2010-11 third grade
SOL tests. 

2.	 The General Assembly may wish to provide the resources
needed to enable the Department of Education to (1) facilitate 
information sharing across local Virginia Preschool Initiative
programs about how the programs are being implemented, and 
(2) keep local program coordinators well-informed of program
updates or changes. 

3.	 The General Assembly may wish to increase the State’s capac-
ity to facilitate classroom observations of local Virginia Pre-
school Initiative programs and the provision of technical assis-
tance and mentoring to help programs improve. The State
should also develop a formal method for tracking the results of
classroom observations, and it should adopt a particular in-
strument(s) to use for conducting observations. 

4.	 The General Assembly may wish to direct the Secretary of
Education’s Office and the Department of Education to develop
a proposed professional development plan for the State to sup-
port the Virginia Preschool Initiative program. 
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SSttuuddyy MMaannddaattee
 

HOUSE JOINT RESOLUTION NO. 729
 
Directing the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission to study the Virginia Preschool 
Initiative. Report. 

Agreed to by the House of Delegates, February 2, 2007 

Agreed to by the Senate, February 21, 2007 


WHEREAS, in 1992 the General Assembly created the Commission to Review Recommenda-
tions on Educational Opportunity, which evolved into the Commission on Equity in Public Edu-
cation; this Commission proposed legislation in 1994 to improve student achievement and create 
a preschool program for at-risk four-year-olds; and 

WHEREAS, the General Assembly strengthened and expanded the preschool initiative in 1995 
to provide comprehensive preschool programs to all of Virginia's at-risk four-year-olds who are 
not being served by Head Start; and 

WHEREAS, funding for the statewide preschool initiative is shared by state and local govern-
ments based on the composite index of the local ability to pay; and 

WHEREAS, appropriations for the Virginia Preschool Initiative increased from $18.2 million in 
2003-2004 to $38.5 million in 2005-2006, and current appropriations raise the state's share per 
student from $5,400 to $5,700, increasing the 2006-2007 total estimated distributions to partici-
pating school divisions to $49.6 million; and 

WHEREAS, if all school divisions participated fully in the Virginia Preschool Initiative, the total 
state share of the costs would equal $62.2 million for 2006-2007; and 

WHEREAS, in 2006 the teacher-student ratio for preschool programs was changed to 18:1 for 
consistency with state law; and 

WHEREAS, research demonstrates that high quality preschool programs can have a substantial 
impact on preparing at-risk children for K-12 education and success later in life; and 

WHEREAS, studies have shown that intensive preschool services that use free medical care, so-
cial services, and dietary assistance for both parents and children from impoverished back-
grounds yield a return on the investment by preventing future welfare, special education, and 
criminal justice costs; and 

WHEREAS, Virginia's Preschool Initiative has been in effect since 1994; however, the General 
Assembly has not evaluated the manner in which it has been implemented in the several school 
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divisions, its effectiveness, or program costs or assessed its accountability measures to determine 
the need for modifications; now, therefore, be it 

RESOLVED by the House of Delegates, the Senate concurring, That the Joint Legislative Audit 
and Review Commission be directed to study the Virginia Preschool Initiative.  

In conducting its study, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission shall (i) review the 
statutory authorization for the Virginia Preschool Initiative and funding therefor; (ii) determine 
the costs of the program to the state and localities since its inception; (iii) assess the manner in 
which the program has been implemented in the several school divisions and the effectiveness of 
the current program in preparing at-risk four-year-olds for school readiness and success; (iv) 
evaluate the continued K-12 academic performance of students who participated in the current 
preschool program; (v) identify and assess the program's accountability measures to promote ef-
fective programs and efficient use of public funds; (vi) study the concept of the Universal Pre-
school or Pre-K, including which other states have adopted these programs and their success, if 
any; (vii) evaluate the additional costs, if any, of aligning components of the Virginia Preschool 
Initiative with the Quality Standards checklist recommended by the National Institute for Early 
Education Research; (viii) determine whether research has been conducted concerning the effi-
cacy of preschool programs for children of middle- and upper-income parents and report the 
findings and recommendations; and (ix) consider such other related matters as the Commission 
deems appropriate to meet the objectives of this study. 

Technical assistance shall be provided to the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission by 
the Department of Education and the staffs of the House Committee on Appropriations and the 
Senate Committee on Finance. To assist the Commission in its work, local school boards shall 
provide standardized test result data and other information and data to the Commission, and 
school board personnel shall meet with the staff of the Commission, upon request, to discuss 
program implementation and effectiveness so that the Commission may satisfy the requirements 
of this resolution. All agencies of the Commonwealth shall provide assistance to the Joint Legis-
lative Audit and Review Commission for this study, upon request. 

The Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission shall complete its meetings by November 
30, 2007, and the chairman shall submit to the Division of Legislative Automated Systems an 
executive summary of its findings and recommendations no later than the first day of the 2008 
Regular Session of the General Assembly. The executive summary shall state whether the Joint 
Legislative Audit and Review Commission intends to submit to the General Assembly and the 
Governor a report of its findings and recommendations for publication as a House or Senate 
document. The executive summary and report shall be submitted as provided in the procedures 
of the Division of Legislative Automated Systems for the processing of legislative documents 
and reports and shall be posted on the General Assembly's website. 

Appendix A: Study Mandate 164 



  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  
 

  

 

    
    BB
A

pp
en

di
x


RReesseeaarrcchh AAccttiivviittiieess 
aanndd MMeetthhooddss 

Key research activities and methods for this study included 

•	 document review of academic literature and documents, 
•	 review of program information from the Virginia Depart-

ment of Education (DOE), 
•	 interviews, 
•	 site visits to a subset of localities to conduct classroom ob-

servations, with training in the use of an observation in-
strument, 
•	 collection and analysis of test score outcome data, and 
•	 surveys of kindergarten teachers and elementary school

principals in schools with at least one Virginia Preschool Ini-
tiative (VPI) classroom, and surveys sent to school division
superintendents. 

DOCUMENT REVIEW OF NATIONAL STUDIES 
AND ACADEMIC LITERATURE 

JLARC staff conducted literature reviews to help consider the
questions of the benefits and costs of preschool for at-risk four-
year-olds and also universal preschool. Staff also conducted litera-
ture reviews to determine the general usefulness of structural
standards, which standards have been linked most directly with 
program quality, and which are supported by early childhood edu-
cation organizations. Key reports and documents reviewed are 
listed in the bibliography in Appendix E. 

REVIEW OF PROGRAM INFORMATION FROM DOE 

JLARC staff reviewed key VPI program documents from DOE, in-
cluding the VPI Certification of Participation and Virginia’s Foun-
dation Blocks for Early Learning: Comprehensive Standards for 
Four-Year-Olds. Staff also reviewed data collected by DOE on local
VPI programs for FY 2007, which included local participation in-
formation, projected numbers of students, numbers of classrooms 
and VPI centers or schools, teacher education credentials, and cur-
riculum used. In addition, JLARC staff reviewed the results of the 
VPI Site Visit Instruments, which are used by field consultants to 
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ensure programs are in compliance with State laws and guidelines,
for the 2005-06 and 2006-07 school years. 

INTERVIEWS 

JLARC staff conducted in-person or telephone interviews with 

•	 staff at DOE, 
•	 early childhood education experts at the Georgetown Uni-

versity, Old Dominion University, the University of Virginia, 
Virginia Commonwealth University, and Virginia Tech, 
•	 state preschool program contacts in Georgia, Iowa, Minne-

sota, North Carolina, Oklahoma, and Pennsylvania, 
•	 a superintendent of a school district in California that has a 

kindergarten-readiness summer program before the kinder-
garten school year begins, 
•	 staff from the Governor’s Office, 
•	 staff at John Tyler Community College, and 
•	 staff at the Department of Social Services. 

As feasible, JLARC staff also asked questions of VPI coordinators
and some principals and classroom teachers during site visits.
Staff discussed universal pre-K in Clarke County with the superin-
tendent and other division personnel. 

SITE VISITS TO A SUBSET OF LOCALITIES TO CONDUCT 
CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 

JLARC staff observed selected VPI classrooms in a subset of school 
divisions. Due to the timing of the study and the academic calen-
dar in most divisions, these site visits were made in 2007 between 
May 17 and 31 and between September 17 and October 2. 

JLARC staff visited and observed some classrooms in 13 school di-
visions. Staff initially identified a need to visit 11 localities to pro-
vide the geographic and urban/rural/suburban representation that
was desired. Another locality was added, to observe classrooms
and conduct interviews in a locality in which the school division 
contracted with another entity to serve VPI children (Virginia
Beach). In addition, Clarke County was visited and VPI classrooms
observed because of the attention the county has received for the 
reported universal nature of its preschool programs. 
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Selection of Localities for Visitation 

Virginia has eight educational regions, and the various school divi-
sions and superintendents are each affiliated with one of these re-
gions. The first objective used by JLARC staff in selecting school 
divisions for visitation was to ensure that at least one school divi-
sion in each region was visited. 

A second objective was to ensure both that the western part of the
State (the westernmost education region, Region VII) was repre-
sented in the visited subset and to select a site which could be 
reached from Richmond within about a half day (around four 
hours) of travel time. To accomplish the maximum westward visit 
within this approximate travel time frame, Smyth County was se-
lected. 

A third objective of the team was to ensure that some cities, sub-
urban counties, and rural counties were included in the subset. A 
similar fourth objective was to ensure that divisions with low and 
high local abilities to pay were included, and to ensure that divi-
sions with both a low and high proportion of minority students 
were included. 

A fourth objective was to ensure that selected divisions had at 
least two VPI classrooms, because JLARC staff intended to observe 
two classrooms in each visited division. There were regions in
which several localities were eliminated as visitation sites because 
they only had one VPI classroom. A final objective was to ensure
that at least some of the selected divisions did not have many more 
than two VPI classrooms in the division, so that by visiting two or
three classrooms, JLARC staff would see all, or nearly all, of the 
VPI classrooms in those divisions. 

Table 1 summarizes the considerations used in the site visit selec-
tion process, and the sites which were visited based on the criteria. 

In Region 1, a suburban county could be selected with relatively 
strong ability to pay. Goochland and Henrico were given primary 
consideration. As Goochland had only one VPI classroom in 2006-
07, VPI classrooms in two schools in Henrico County were selected 
for visitation. 

Region II contains some large city school divisions with relatively 
low abilities to pay and substantial minority populations in the
public schools. Four school divisions were noted to have numerous 
VPI classrooms in 2006-07 (about one-quarter of all VPI class-
rooms, although they constitute about eight to nine percent of 
statewide pupil membership).  These divisions are Hampton, New-
port News, Norfolk, and Portsmouth. 
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Table 1: Overview of Site Visit Selection 

Education Region / Division 
Region Type Key Considerations Localities Selected 
I Richmond suburban Relatively high ability to pay, mix of schools 

with low and high minority populations 
Henrico 

II Tidewater urban Relatively low ability to pay, relatively high 
minority population in schools. 
Public-private partnership. 

Norfolk 
Portsmouth 
Virginia Beach 

III Northern Neck Small rural locality near coast. Lancaster 
IV Northern Virginia High ability to pay. 

Universal pre-K. 
Arlington 
Clarke 

V Shenandoah Valley 	 Small city. Harrisonburg
 

VI Roanoke area Suburban county. Roanoke County 
Rural county. Rockbridge 


VII Southwest 	 Rural. Relatively low ability to pay, low minor- Smyth 

ity population, travel distance within about 

four hours. 

Rural. Relatively low ability to pay, schools 

with high minority populations. 


VIII Southside Brunswick 
Greensville 

Source: JLARC staff. 

Norfolk and Portsmouth were selected for visitation. In addition, 
Virginia Beach was identified for visitation because the preschool 
classrooms are operated on a contracted public-private partnership
basis. 

Region III offered an opportunity to visit some VPI classes in a 
small rural school division in the Northern Neck. Lancaster 
County and King and Queen County were the divisions in the re-
gion with at least two VPI classes.  Lancaster County was chosen
because King and Queen County was seen as having some similar 
characteristics and challenges as some divisions which would be
visited in Region VIII (Southside Virginia). 

Region IV contains some suburban divisions with relatively high 
abilities to pay.  Arlington, Fairfax, and Prince William were con-
sidered for visitation. Although the Fairfax school division is not
the lead agency for the VPI program in Fairfax, it requested that
before conducting research in the division, JLARC staff sign a re-
search agreement with conditions that were not considered accept-
able by staff for a legislatively-required study. Also, Prince Wil-
liam’s VPI program was new in 2006-07, and for study purposes, it
appeared to be more important to observe more long-standing VPI
programs. Therefore, Arlington was selected for visitation and also
Clarke County, for reasons stated previously. 

Region V contains some small cities and rural counties in the 
Shenandoah Valley.  Harrisonburg City was chosen because the lo-
cality has a high proportion of students with limited English profi-
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ciency, and so -- as with Arlington County -- its classrooms provide
a chance to see how VPI is delivered to that population. In addi-
tion, Rockbridge County was selected as a rural county in Region V 
with more than two classrooms. 

In Region VI, the objective was to select a relatively large urban or 
suburban school division in the Roanoke Valley area. Roanoke
County was chosen for visitation. For Region VII, Southwest Vir-
ginia, the selection of Smyth County is discussed above. 

In Region VIII, there are two localities with majority black popula-
tions and two or more VPI classrooms, Brunswick and Greensville. 
These localities were visited to observe VPI in operation in low
ability-to-pay, high minority, rural localities. Brunswick County 
was visited in May, and Greensville was visited in early October. 

Classroom Visitation and Observation 

In the divisions visited, JLARC staff observed 35 classrooms in 26 
schools, using the University of Virginia’s “CLASS” instrument 
(Classroom Assessment Scoring System). Details about the educa-
tional domains and dimensions that are part of CLASS are con-
tained in Chapter 4 and Appendix C of this report. Before visiting
schools and applying the instrument, JLARC staff received train-
ing in the use of the CLASS rating instrument and passed a rater
reliability test. 

Analysis of CLASS Scores 

Data resulting from the classroom observation work was analyzed 
through a series of database (Microsoft ACCESS) queries. An on-
line calculator was used to test for statistically significant differ-
ences in means between different bivariate groupings of the obser-
vation data. The unit of analysis in this work was the set of scores
from each completed observation rating sheet. 

COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS OF TEST SCORE OUTCOMES 

Test scores were analyzed at the pre-kindergarten, kindergarten,
third grade, and fifth grade levels. For pre-kindergartners and 
kindergartners, the Phonological Awareness and Literacy Screen-
ing (PALS) tests were used to assess growth in literacy during the
preschool year as well as preparedness for kindergarten. The Stan-
dards of Learning (SOL) English and math tests were used to ex-
amine longer-term (third grade and fifth grade) academic perform-
ance of students. Regression analysis was the primary research
method used to analyze these test scores. The regression analyses,
and their results, are discussed in more detail in Appendix D. 
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SURVEYS OF KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS, ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL PRINCIPALS, AND SCHOOL DIVISIONS 

JLARC staff sent a survey to 1,764 kindergarten teachers to seek 
their perspective regarding their school’s at-risk pre-K program 
and its program graduates in their classrooms. Staff received 618 
surveys from the teachers, or a 35 percent response rate. Of the 
618 responses, 495 reported that they had at least one at-risk stu-
dent in the 2006-07 school year that attended pre-K at their school. 
The other 123 teachers did not, and were screened out from com-
pleting the survey. This was done so that respondents would be
kindergarten teachers with recent experience with at-risk students 
coming from the pre-K program. 

In addition, JLARC staff sent a survey to 471 elementary school 
principals who were thought to be at schools with at least one VPI 
classroom. Of the 174 surveys returned to JLARC (a 37 percent re-
sponse rate), 160 reported that they did have at least one VPI 
classroom and completed the survey. 

In addition, JLARC staff surveyed 84 school divisions which are 
the lead agency for their locality’s VPI and which have more than
one year of experience with the program. All of these divisions re-
sponded to the survey (100 percent response rate). JLARC staff 
also surveyed ten divisions which do not participate in VPI and re-
ceived eight responses, for an 80 percent response rate. 

The survey responses of kindergarten teachers, elementary school 
principals, and school divisions were analyzed using Microsoft 
ACCESS queries.   
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In implementing observations of VPI classes, JLARC staff used the
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS). CLASS consists
of three broad quality domains (emotional support, classroom or-
ganization, and instructional support) which encompass ten di-
mensions of classroom quality. CLASS also consists of a student 
outcome measure, which is the level of student engagement. 

Chapter 3 of this report displays detailed results from JLARC staff 
observations of VPI classrooms in the three broad domains plus
the student engagement measure. However, similarly detailed in-
formation for the ten dimensions that constitute the three domains 
is not provided in the body of report. This appendix provides fig-
ures displaying the results in each of the ten dimensions. With two 
JLARC staff independently completing the scoring sheets during
classroom visits, 167 observation ratings were made reflecting per-
formance in 33 classrooms in 26 schools. Scores for each dimension 
range from 1 to 7. For all dimensions but “negative climate,” low
scores are 1 and 2, “mid” scores are 3, 4, and 5, and high scores are
6 and 7. For negative climate, a score of 1 is best, 7 worst. 

POSITIVE CLIMATE 

The CLASS manual states that the positive climate rating “reflects
the overall emotional tone of the classroom and the connection be-
tween teachers and students.” The warmth of the teacher’s inter-
actions with students and also the interactions among peers are
considered in scoring this dimension. Ratings from the classroom
visits cluster around 5 to 6 out of a possible 7, indicating that posi-
tive environments were prevalent during observation periods at
the visited VPI classrooms. 
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Figure 1: Positive Climate—Number of Observation Ratings by 
CLASS Score 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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NEGATIVE CLIMATE 

This rating reflects the overall level of negativity (for example, an-
ger, sarcasm, irritability, aggression, and bullying) that is ex-
pressed in the classroom by teachers or by students. On this di-
mension, a higher score indicates more negativity; thus, a low 
score on this dimension is desirable. Negativity levels were very
low in the VPI classrooms visited, as indicated by the mean rating
of 1.35. 

Figure 2: Negative Climate—Number of Observation Ratings by 
CLASS Score 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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TEACHER SENSITIVITY 

The CLASS manual describes this category as encompassing the 
responsiveness of the teacher “to students’ needs” and the 
teacher’s awareness of the students’ level of academic and social 
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functioning. Scores on this dimension cluster around 5 and 6, indi-
cating that teacher sensitivity was prevalent during observations 
periods in the VPI classrooms visited. However, with a score of 5
having the greatest frequency, and with a mean score of 4.91,
there appears to be some room for improvement in this dimension. 

Figure 3: Teacher Sensitivity—Number of Observation Ratings 
by CLASS Score 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 

0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

1.0 2.0 3.0 4.0 5.0 6.0 7.0 

Teacher Sensitivity 
Mean = 4.91 

REGARD FOR STUDENT PERSPECTIVES 

The CLASS manual indicates that this dimension “captures the
degree to which the teacher’s interactions with students and class-
room activities place an emphasis on students’ interests, motiva-
tions, and points of view.” Higher scores indicate greater teacher 
flexibility and “respect for student autonomy to participate in and 
initiate activities.” In practice, scores on this dimension were im-
pacted by the instructional format being observed. For the center 
time format, the mean score was 5.64 (above mid-level), compared 
to a 3.97 for other formats and a 4.48 overall. 

Figure 4: Student Perspectives—Number of Observation Ratings 
by CLASS Score 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT 

Behavior management is defined in the CLASS manual as cover-
ing “the teacher’s ability to use effective methods to prevent and 
redirect misbehavior.” As indicated by the scores shown in Figure
5, high levels of behavior management performance were fre-
quently seen during observation periods, but improvements could 
be made in some visited classrooms. 

Figure 5: Behavior Management—Number of Observation 
Ratings by CLASS Score 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 

PRODUCTIVITY 

This dimension, the CLASS manual indicates, “considers how well 
the teacher manages instructional time and routines so that stu-
dents have the opportunity to learn.” Observed performance on
this dimension was good, with scores of 6 and above being preva-
lent, and with the overall mean at 5.45.  
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Figure 6: Productivity Rating—Number of Observation Ratings 
by CLASS Score 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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INSTRUCTIONAL LEARNING FORMATS 

This dimension focuses on the intentional efforts of the teacher to 
“maximize students’ engagement and ability to learn.” Strong per-
formance in this area was seen during some observation periods, 
but the number of scores in the 4 to 5 range and the overall mean
of 5.09 indicates room for improvement on the dimension in some 
visited classrooms. 

Figure 7: Instructional Learning Formats—Number of 
Observation Ratings by CLASS Score 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT 

This dimension, the CLASS manual indicates, “measures the 
teachers’ use of instructional discussions and activities to promote 
students’ higher order thinking skills and cognition in contrast to a 
focus on rote instruction.” The extent to which observed teachers 
brought in higher order concepts and thinking into the activities
planned for the at-risk four-year-olds was somewhat limited, as
indicated by the mean score of 3.50 for this dimension (perform-
ance toward the lower end of the “mid” level). 
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Figure 8: Concept Development—Number of Observation 
Ratings by CLASS Score 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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QUALITY OF FEEDBACK 

This dimension “assesses the degree to which the teacher’s provi-
sion of feedback is focused on expanding learning and understand-
ing…” Observed teachers were diligent in giving children some 
form of feedback. However, more often than not, feedback was in 
the form of “yes” or “no” or praise or correction. The mid-level
mean score of 3.90 in this category reflects the fact that more ad-
vanced feedback was seen less frequently.  

Figure 9: Quality of Feedback—Number of Observation Ratings 
by CLASS Score 

Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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LANGUAGE MODELING 

The tenth class dimension (within the three broad domains) is lan-
guage modeling, which “captures the quality and amount of teach-
ers’ use of language-stimulation and language-facilitation tech-
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niques during individual, small-group, and large-group interac-
tions with students.” Performance during the observation periods 
was typically at a “mid” level, as indicated by the prevalence of 
scores between 3 and 5 and by the 3.93 mean score. Efforts were
made to draw students into speaking. However, other possible 
goals, such as keeping the pace of classroom activity moving or in-
teracting with more children, seemed to limit the extent to which
language modeling was used, at least on a one-on-one basis.     

Figure 10: Language Modeling—Number of Observation Ratings 
by CLASS Score 
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Source: JLARC staff site visit observations, May and September-October 2007. 
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Regression analysis was used to examine Phonological Awareness
and Literacy Screening (PALS) and Standards of Learning (SOL) 
test scores. This appendix provides additional detail on how the
regression analyses were done and more detailed results. 

ESTIMATION OF PREDICTED PALS SCORES 
FOR PRE-KINDERGARTNERS AND KINDERGARTNERS 

Ordinary least squares regression analysis was used to predict fall 
2005 and spring 2006 PALS-PreK scores as well as fall 2006
PALS-K scores. Regression analysis is a widely accepted technique
for assessing the extent to which various factors, called independ-
ent variables, help to explain the magnitude of a variable that is of 
interest, known as the dependent variable. In this case, the de-
pendent variable is the PALS test score. The independent vari-
ables are those factors that appear to be associated with differ-
ences in the dependent variable, based on literature reviews and 
prior studies. The factors chosen as independent variables for this 
analysis were 

•	 student age at time of test – measured in days 
•	 student race/ethnicity – students were identified as Asian,

black, Hispanic, white, or other race/ethnicity 
•	 student gender 
•	 poverty – estimated by the percent of students in the school 

that participated in the State’s free or reduced lunch pro-
gram (FRLP). For those students in schools for which the
data was unavailable, the division average was used instead. 
Student-level poverty data was unavailable. 
•	 parents’ educational attainment – estimated by the percent

of adults in the area that received at least a bachelor’s de-
gree. The percent of adults who received a bachelor’s degree
was calculated by zip code, and students in schools within 
the zip code were assigned that percentage. For schools in 
which the zip code data did not exist, the division average
was used instead. Data on educational attainment of the 
parents of individual students did not exist. 
•	 special services – Indicator used to determine if the preschool 

or kindergarten student was identified with one of the follow-
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ing challenges (identified by teacher administering PALS 
test): 

o Learning disabled 
o Mental retardation 
o Developmental delay 
o English as a second language 
o Speech and language services required 
o Other special service received 

Regression analysis produces an equation which best summarizes
how the independent variables predict increases or decreases in
the dependent variable. For each independent variable, a coeffi-
cient is produced that indicates how much the dependent variable 
may increase or decrease in association with changes in the inde-
pendent variable. A coefficient is also produced for the intercept,
which is the starting point for estimation of the dependent vari-
able. The coefficients of the independent variables may also be 
standardized to show the relative strength of each independent 
variable in the model. The regression model also contains the 
standard error for each coefficient as well as a measure of signifi-
cance of the independent variable (the t-value). The t-value is 
simply the coefficient divided by the standard error. Higher abso-
lute values of the t-value indicate greater significance, as there is a 
smaller probability that the positive or negative coefficient is actu-
ally equal to zero (which would indicate no association between the
independent and dependent variables). The probability that the
coefficient is due to random error is also produced by the regres-
sion analysis. Probability values closer to zero indicate high sig-
nificance, while values closer to 1 indicate low significance. Fi-
nally, the regression analysis produces a measure indicating the
strength of the model in predicting changes in the dependent vari-
able. This measure (termed the adjusted R2) is the percentage of
variation in the dependent variable that is explained by the inde-
pendent variables. An adjusted R2 value that is close to 1 indicates 
that nearly all of the variation is explained by the model, while an 
adjusted R2 value that is close to zero indicates that very little 
variation is explained. 

Predicting PALS-PreK Scores 

Regression analysis was used to predict the increase in PALS-
PreK scores that was due to children being older at the time the
spring test was administered. To accomplish this, predicted fall
PALS-PreK scores were estimated using a regression model con-
taining the factors listed above. The coefficients were then used in
an equation to calculate the predicted fall and spring scores for 
each student. In predicting the spring scores, all the factors have
the same value as in the fall except for the students’ age. There-
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fore, the difference between the two predicted scores is the result
of students being older at the time the spring test was adminis-
tered. By estimating the expected difference, the effectiveness of 
the preschool programs could then be determined by calculating
the difference between mean actual improvement and mean ex-
pected improvement. The regression results are shown below. 

Regression Analysis of Fall 2005 PALS-PreK Scores 

Signicance Level Standardized 
Variable Coefficient t-Value of Coefficient Coefficient 
Intercept -22.83 -10.76 <.0001 0 
Student age 0.03 27.82 <.0001 .24 
Black -1.86 -5.56 <.0001 -.05 
Hispanic -10.25 -16.62 <.0001 -.15 
Asian 3.14 2.72 .0066 .02 
Other race -.69 -.87 .3854 -.01 
Female 3.76 12.98 <.0001 .11 
Adult educational attainment .01 .97 .3336 .01 
% free lunch program -3.71 -4.27 <.0001 -.04 
Special services -6.74 -16.50 <.0001 -.15 

Adjusted R2 .1195 
Number of Observations 12,303 

Source: JLARC staff analysis of data provided by the University of Virginia, the Virginia Department of Education, and the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau. 

Predicting PALS-K Scores 

Regression analysis was used to predict PALS-K scores for stu-
dents according to their race/ethnicity. Five models were developed 
to predict scores for each of the race/ethnicity groups. The pre-
dicted PALS-K scores were then calculated for all students based 
on the coefficients, and the mean predicted scores were calculated
for VPI graduates and other kindergartners within each 
race/ethnicity. The mean predicted scores were then compared to
the mean actual scores to assess the effect of VPI on the prepared-
ness of kindergartners. The regression models are shown below. 

The mean predicted and actual PALS-K scores were also calcu-
lated for each of the school divisions. As noted in Chapter 6, these
division averages must be viewed with caution, as they may not 
represent all VPI graduates in the division who were enrolled in 
kindergarten in fall 2006. Only those students who were adminis-
tered the PALS-PreK test during the prior year are counted in the 
division averages, and in some cases, these students represent a
very small proportion of all VPI students in the division. Further- 

Appendix D: Regression Analyses of Test Scores 181 



   

 

  
  

 
    
    

  
    

 
    
    

  
    

 
    
    
     

Regression Analysis of Fall 2006 PALS-K Scores 

Signicance Level Standardized 
Variable Coefficient t-Value of Coefficient coefficient 

Asian Students 

Female 3.99 5.32 <.0001 .08 

Adult educational attainment .16 7.05 <.0001 .12 

Special services 
Adjusted R2 9% 

-11.02 -12.56 <.0001 -.19 

Intercept 14.22 2.24 .0248 0 

Student age .69 7.51 <.0001 .11 

% free lunch program -.11 -4.99 <.0001 -.09 

Number of Observations 4,082 
Black Students 

Intercept 
Female 4.47 13.66 <.0001 .09 

-4.02 -1.68 .0920 0 

Student age 
Adult educational attainment .01 1.17 .2438 .01 

.88 25.49 <.0001 .17 

% free lunch program 
Special services -11.52 -25.45 <.0001 -.17 

-.05 -6.11 <.0001 -.05 

Number of Observations 21,377 
 Adjusted R2 6% 

Intercept -23.79 -5.89 <.0001 0
Hispanic Students 

Female 2.10 3.92 <.0001 .04 

Adult educational attainment .00 .24 .8071 .00 

Special services 
Adjusted R2 7% 

-10.00 -18.09 <.0001 -.20 

Student age .99 16.98 <.0001 .18 

% free lunch program -.03 -1.85 .0636 -.02 

Number of Observations 8,415 
White Students 

Female 4.00 19.29 <.0001 .08 
Intercept -9.86 -6.03 <.0001 0 

Adult educational attainment .19 28.32 <.0001 .15 
Student age 1.00 42.09 <.0001 .18 

Special services -13.22 -42.83 <.0001 -.19 
% free lunch program -.08 -13.30 <.0001 -.07 

Number of Observations 47,636 
 Adjusted R2 12% 

Intercept -13.40 -2.25 .0246 0
Other Race/Ethnicity Students 

Female 3.54 4.83 <.0001 .07 
Student age 1.03 11.93 <.0001 .17 
Adult educational attainment .15 6.41 <.0001 .11 
% free lunch program -.10 -5.16 <.0001 -.09 

Adjusted R2 10% 
Special services -13.03 -12.70 <.0001 -.18 

Number of Observations 4,378 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the University of Virginia, the Virginia Department of Education, and the U.S. Census Bureau. 
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more, the division averages for VPI graduates may include stu-
dents who attended VPI classrooms in other divisions,and thus 
these results may not be a true indicator of the success of the local
VPI programs. To protect the privacy of students, averages for 
those divisions with fewer than ten VPI students are omitted.  

Predicted and Actual PALS-K Scores by School Division 

VPI Graduates Other Kindergartners 
Division N Predicted Actual Diff. N Predicted Actual Diff. 
Accomack County 79 51.6 53.4 1.8 346 50.6 49.2 -1.5 
Albemarle County 91 52.8 56.3 3.5 827 60.3 64.6 4.3 
Alleghany County 24 55.3 54.4 -0.9 185 54.6 61.1 6.5 
Amelia County 18 50.0 50.8 0.8 158 55.4 45.9 -9.5 
Amherst County 56 49.3 67.2 17.9 244 52.0 54.7 2.7 
Appomattox County 45 49.8 64.7 14.5 123 53.9 57.8 3.9 
Arlington County 271 42.2 58.0 15.8 1,335 59.7 65.9 6.2 
Augusta County 105 52.2 43.8 -8.4 655 56.6 49.1 -7.5 
Bath County 43 53.3 56.4 3.1 
Bedford County 81 53.3 63.4 10.0 715 58.4 57.9 -0.5 
Bland County 73 53.7 45.7 -8.0 
Botetourt County 4 362 59.8 57.7 -2.1 
Brunswick County 56 51.6 50.1 -1.4 125 53.2 41.7 -11.5 
Buchanan County 62 50.9 61.9 11.0 206 51.2 51.3 0.0 
Buckingham County 63 53.1 59.5 6.4 65 53.6 43.5 -10.1 
Campbell County 119 53.8 52.1 -1.7 578 57.1 54.4 -2.7 
Caroline County 34 52.5 63.9 11.5 275 52.1 55.1 3.1 
Carroll County 71 51.5 56.0 4.5 248 54.0 47.7 -6.3 
Charles City County 28 55.1 71.7 16.6 24 55.0 61.0 6.0 
Charlotte County 1 141 53.6 59.8 6.2 
Chesterfield County 57 54.6 63.6 9.1 4,119 59.2 55.1 -4.1 
Clarke County 41 54.4 59.6 5.3 117 59.1 66.4 7.3 
Craig County 1 71 53.0 47.2 -5.8 
Culpeper County 58 51.0 62.6 11.5 513 50.9 57.1 6.2 
Cumberland County 72 50.9 56.6 5.7 32 50.8 42.3 -8.6 
Dickenson County 1 167 52.3 48.4 -3.9 
Dinwiddie County 35 53.2 51.1 -2.1 264 55.1 50.5 -4.7 
Essex County 16 54.2 53.6 -0.6 121 52.3 40.5 -11.8 
Fairfax County 27 46.4 46.2 -0.2 10,921 59.3 58.8 -0.6 
Fauquier County 3 823 57.6 57.9 0.3 
Floyd County 15 53.8 63.9 10.1 136 54.9 52.3 -2.6 
Fluvanna County 41 53.5 48.8 -4.8 231 57.9 51.4 -6.5 
Franklin County 193 53.3 62.4 9.1 421 52.7 56.7 3.9 
Frederick County 3 871 57.3 47.1 -10.4 
Giles County 238 57.5 45.0 -12.6 
Gloucester County 386 55.8 55.5 -0.3 
Goochland County 9 201 58.2 62.1 4.0 
Grayson County 15 50.0 57.5 7.6 118 51.8 51.0 -0.8 
Greene County 32 51.3 69.1 17.7 174 55.4 57.2 1.8 
Greensville County 50 51.6 55.9 4.3 165 52.1 43.9 -8.2 
Halifax County 136 51.3 62.8 11.5 295 51.0 53.4 2.4 
Hanover County 3 1,351 60.8 62.7 2.0 
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Henrico County 118 50.8 56.3 5.5 3,394 58.9 58.1 -0.8 
Henry County 
Highland County 
Isle of Wight County 
King George County 
King and Queen County 
King William County 
Lancaster County 
Lee County 
Loudoun County 
Louisa County 
Lunenburg County 
Madison County 
Mathews County 
Mecklenburg County 
Middlesex County 
Montgomery County 
Nelson County 
New Kent County 
Northampton County 
Northumberland County 
Nottoway County 
Orange County 
Page County 
Patrick County 
Pittsylvania County 
Powhatan County 
Prince Edward County 
Prince George County 
Prince William County 
Pulaski County 
Rappahannock County 
Richmond County 
Roanoke County 
Rockbridge County 
Rockingham County 
Russell County 
Scott County
Shenandoah County 
Smyth County 
Southampton County 
Spotsylvania County 
Stafford County 
Surry County 
Sussex County 
Tazewell County 
Warren County 
Washington County 
Westmoreland County 
Wise County 
Wythe County 
York County 
Alexandria City 
Bristol City 
Buena Vista City 
Charlottesville City 

171 50.0 54.5 4.5 
17 57.3 70.2 12.9 

62 53.5 61.0 7.4 
3 265 58.2 53.8 -4.4 

21 53.0 51.4 -1.6 

26 53.4 58.2 4.7 
18 55.8 60.2 4.4 

1 290 52.9 57.4 4.5 
2 

41 52.2 46.1 -6.1 322 55.8 52.9 -2.9 
51 51.0 55.0 4.0 
2 
1 

97 51.8 62.6 10.9 

141 54.9 52.7 -2.2 
19 53.3 51.1 -2.2 

66 49.1 52.3 3.1 

65 53.8 60.3 6.5 

69 54.3 63.0 8.7 

93 49.4 52.3 2.9 

92 52.3 61.5 9.3 

13 45.8 61.8 16.0 

2 

54 53.4 54.4 1.1 

13 53.1 71.6 18.5 

1 

76 54.8 55.3 0.4 

63 54.0 51.0 -3.0 

13 51.1 38.5 -12.6 
113 56.1 53.0 -3.1 

200 50.3 53.3 2.9 
38 55.3 55.4 0.1 

117 52.4 67.9 15.6 

52 50.1 49.1 -0.9 
127 50.1 66.7 16.6 

58 55.4 53.0 -2.4 

53 52.9 69.7 16.8 

95 53.9 73.0 19.1 

66 53.9 71.1 17.2 

98 49.0 59.7 10.7 

63 52.4 59.1 6.7 

2 

21 53.5 47.4 -6.1 

34 52.4 54.1 1.7 

79 53.9 59.8 5.9 
4 

50 49.0 50.4 1.4 983 51.1 52.4 1.3 
2 

131 57.7 54.1 -3.6 
98 51.8 54.5 2.7 

416 50.6 49.1 -1.5 

299 55.6 57.0 1.5 

27 53.4 38.2 -15.1 

79 53.5 51.0 -2.5 
139 55.3 56.0 0.7 

3,946 61.8 64.9 3.0 

87 52.0 50.9 -1.2 

94 56.5 50.3 -6.1 

97 56.5 54.3 -2.2 

131 54.2 50.1 -4.0 

103 50.0 47.4 -2.6 

84 53.5 46.4 -7.1 

200 55.4 50.0 -5.4 

606 51.0 56.6 5.6 

111 53.2 48.9 -4.3 

5,139 53.9 49.7 -4.2 

69 60.3 54.1 -6.2 

896 60.9 60.8 -0.1 

716 54.8 52.7 -2.1 

289 54.6 57.0 2.5 

255 50.2 53.7 3.5 

1,637 56.0 51.2 -4.8 

28 56.2 50.3 -5.9 

397 55.0 51.4 -3.6 

471 53.2 69.2 15.7 

470 50.6 52.7 2.1 

754 61.0 62.6 1.7 

127 51.3 59.3 8.0 

241 54.2 54.4 0.1 

666 59.0 56.7 -2.3 

168 53.9 50.2 -3.7 

62 55.2 58.1 2.9 

343 55.6 56.4 0.8 

160 52.7 56.4 3.7 

337 59.1 55.9 -3.2 

377 56.6 52.2 -4.4 

327 53.1 43.7 -9.4 

75 55.0 53.1 -2.0 

145 57.2 45.5 -11.8 

201 53.9 53.7 0.2 

404 56.4 49.2 -7.2 

141 54.9 52.4 -2.5 

1,721 58.1 54.8 -3.5 

83 44.3 42.4 -1.9 

355 57.1 47.5 -9.6 

92 53.4 51.4 -2.0 

277 56.9 45.8 -11.1 

177 54.4 56.9 2.5 

212 56.1 54.8 -1.3 
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Colonial Heights City 2 221 56.9 52.1 -4.8 
Covington City 
Danville City 
Falls Church City 
Fredericksburg City 
Galax City 
Hampton City 
Harrisonburg City 
Hopewell City 
Lynchburg City 
Martinsville City 
Newport News City 
Norfolk City 
Norton City 
Petersburg City 
Portsmouth City 
Radford City 
Richmond City 
Roanoke City 
Staunton City 
Suffolk City 
Virginia Beach City 
Waynesboro City 
Williamsburg/James City 
Winchester City 
Franklin City 
Chesapeake City 
Lexington City 
Salem City 
Poquoson City 
Manassas City 
Manassas Park City 
Colonial Beach 
West Point 

13 54.5 38.5 -16.0 67 54.9 38.9 -16.0 

127 55.0 67.7 12.7 

105 49.2 49.0 -0.2 

15 38.9 45.6 6.7 354 45.2 44.1 -1.1 

173 52.4 60.0 7.5 509 55.5 50.7 -4.8 

22 53.2 49.8 -3.4 2,432 53.2 62.5 9.4 

59 52.4 55.7 3.3 

369 53.9 70.4 16.8 867 54.1 52.4 -1.3 

650 52.4 61.5 9.1 1,386 51.5 45.9 -5.6 

29 52.4 43.1 -9.2 188 55.6 43.2 -12.4 

600 52.7 53.6 0.8 4,201 56.8 56.4 -0.6 

100 58.0 59.6 1.5 618 60.9 60.3 -0.6 

2 99 53.6 57.9 4.3 

1 56 61.5 71.6 10.2 

3 148 57.0 66.5 9.5 

255 46.5 42.2 -4.3 

1 61 60.3 73.2 12.9 

97 44.5 55.2 10.7 419 46.0 43.8 -2.2 

13 47.7 59.8 12.2 215 50.5 57.3 6.7 

355 52.0 60.5 8.5 1,120 53.6 57.9 4.3 

34 51.6 47.5 -4.1 298 52.2 46.4 -5.8 

35 50.2 68.8 18.6 125 52.7 54.5 1.7 

1,286 52.1 59.2 7.1 1,720 54.6 49.0 -5.7 

132 50.8 57.1 6.3 242 50.9 46.6 -4.3 

1 108 58.7 52.9 -5.9 

302 52.2 60.2 7.9 788 52.6 50.4 -2.3 

165 52.3 58.7 6.1 862 54.9 59.2 4.6 

23 58.0 76.4 18.4 138 55.4 59.8 4.3 

313 53.6 47.3 -6.3 

213 53.8 58.7 4.8 2,193 55.8 58.7 2.8 

5 213 59.2 57.1 -2.1 

514 48.0 38.4 -9.6 

1 40 50.4 66.7 16.2 

Note: Mean predicted and actual PALS-K scores of school divisions with ten or fewer VPI graduates were omitted to protect the 
privacy of students. 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the University of Virginia, the Virginia Department of Education, and the U.S. Census Bureau. 

ESTIMATION OF THE IMPACT OF VPI ON THIRD AND FIFTH 
GRADE SOL SCORES 

Because the State did not have the ability to track individual stu-
dents from preschool through the third or fifth grade level, the 
analysis of the longer-term effects of VPI on school performance
was conducted at the school division level. This division-level 
analysis involved creating a VPI participation statistic that char-
acterized the extent to which at-risk students were served by the
VPI program. The VPI participation statistic for third grade stu-
dents was based on the number of VPI students enrolled during 
the 2001-02 school year, the percentage of student in the division 
that were part of the State’s free lunch program in 2005-06, and 
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third grade enrollment in 2005-06. Similarly, the VPI participation 
statistic for fifth grade students was based the number of VPI stu-
dents enrolled during the 1999-00 school year and the percentage
of student in the division that were part of the free lunch program 
in 2005-06, and fifth grade enrollment in 2005-06. The percent of
eligible students served by VPI was then estimated using the fol-
lowing equations: 

2001-02 VPI Enrollment % third grade students 
=served by VPI 

(% students eligible for free lunch)  X 
(third grade enrollment in 2005-06) 

% fifth grade students 1999-00 VPI Enrollment 
served by VPI = 

(% students eligible for free lunch)
X (fifth grade enrollment in 2005-06) 

If the VPI program were to have an effect on SOL scores, then
school divisions with a higher proportion of their at-risk students 
served by VPI would be expected to perform better than other divi-
sions when controlling for factors such as race, poverty, and the
educational attainment of students’ parents. These factors were all 
shown to be highly correlated with SOL average scaled scores in 
the 2003 JLARC study of school performance (Review of Factors 
and Practices Associated with School Performance in Virginia). 

To evaluate the impact of VPI on SOL scores, average scores of di-
visions with a high proportion of their at-risk students served by 
VPI were compared to divisions with a low proportion of their at-
risk students served by VPI. This means test is a simple measure
of comparing the two groups but does not control for other factors.
Regression analysis was used to control for the other factors noted 
above. 

The comparison of SOL average scores and pass rates showed little 
variation between the divisions with a high proportion of at-risk
students served, a low proportion served, and those with none
served by VPI. The table below shows the results of the three 
groups for third and fifth grade SOL scores. In fact, there was al-
most no difference across the three groups for the third grade av-
erage scores and pass rates. In comparing fifth grade SOL scores, 
divisions with a high proportion of their at-risk students served by
VPI performed slightly better than divisions with a low proportion
served across all four SOL measures. Those divisions with a high 
proportion served by VPI also performed slightly better on the 
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math SOL measures than localities with no students served (these 
divisions generally had lower proportions of students receiving free
lunch and fewer minority students). 

Average SOL Scores by Proportion of At-Risk Students Served 
by VPI (2006) 

% At-Risk Number of 

English 
Average 
Scaled 

English 
Pass 

Math 
Average 
Scaled 

Math 
Pass 

Served by VPI Divisions Score Rate Score Rate 
Third Grade 

High 34 465 83 488 88 
Low 34 465 82 487 89 
None 64 467 82 489 89 

Fifth Grade 
High 33 477 87 482 84 
Low 34 471 83 468 79 
None 65 478 85 474 80 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Virginia Department of Education. 

The comparison of average SOL scores and pass rates shown in the 
table do not account for differences in the demographics of the di-
visions that might affect SOL performance. The following table
shows the percentages of black students, students receiving a free
or reduced-price lunch (FRPL), and adults in the community that
have achieved a bachelor’s degree or higher. As noted above, these 
factors were all shown to have an effect on SOL scores in JLARC’s 
previous school performance study. Divisions with no students
served by VPI had on average fewer black students and slightly 
lower percentages of students in the FRPL program. Divisions 
with a low percentage of students served by VPI (but more than
zero) had a higher percentage of black students and students re-
ceiving FRPL, which might explain the lower SOL scores relative 
to the other groups. 

Regression analysis was then used to control for the factors of race 
(represented by the percent of students who were black), poverty 
(represented by the percent of students receiving FRPL), and the 
educational attainment of parents (represented by the percent of 
adults in the area with at least a bachelor’s degree). These factors,
along with the percent of at-risk students served by VPI, were 
used in the models to predict the English and math SOL average 
scores and pass rates. The goal of the analysis was to determine if 
the percent of at-risk students served by VPI had an independent 
effect on SOL scores or pass rates. 
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Demographic Characteristics of School Divisions by Proportion 
of At-Risk Students Served by VPI (2006)  

% Students % of Adults 
% At-Risk 
Served by VPI 

Number of 
Divisions 

% Black 
Students 

Receiving 
FRPL Program 

With at Least 
BA 

High 34 27% 44% 23% 
Low 34 33 50 17 
None 64 19 41 19 

Fifth Grade 
High 33 29% 45% 21% 
Low 34 34 54 17 
None 65 19 38 20 

Third Grade 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Virginia Department of Education and the U.S. Census 
Bureau. 

Regression analysis was used to predict third and fifth grade aver-
age SOL scores and pass rates for the school divisions. The pur-
pose of the analysis was to determine if the VPI program had an
independent effect on average SOL scores and pass rates of school
divisions. The regression models controlled for the factors of race
(represented by the percent of students who were black, poverty
(represented by the percent of students receiving FRPL), and the
educational attainment of parents (represented by the percent of 
adults with at least a bachelor’s degree). The percent of at-risk 
students served by VPI was added to the model as an independent 
variable to determine if this variable has a significant independent 
effect on average SOL scores or pass rates. If the significance level
of the coefficient is less than five percent, then there would be a 95
percent confidence level that the variable is associated with the 
test scores. 

The percent of at-risk students served by VPI was not a significant 
factor in any of the models predicting third grade SOL average 
scores or pass rates. The percent served by VPI was a significant 
positive factor in predicting both English and math fifth grade
SOL pass rates, but the models did not explain much of the varia-
tion in pass rates across school divisions. The regression models
are shown on the following pages. There were 132 observations 
(school divisions) in each of the models. 
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Regression Analysis of Third Grade SOL Scores 

Significance Level Standardized 
Variable Coefficient t-Value of Coefficient Coefficient 

English Average Scaled Score 
Intercept 475.05 97.17 <.0001 0 
% Black -32.36 -5.26 <.0001 -.45 
% FRPL -14.75 -1.68 .0954 -.16 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree 29.69 2.53 .0126 .20 
% at-risk served by VPI -.29 -.07 .9478 -.00 

 Adjusted R2 38% 

English Pass Rate 
Intercept 89.71 40.92 <.0001 0 
% Black -12.93 -4.68 <.0001 -.42 
% FRPL -9.58 -2.44 .0163 -.25 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree -2.10 -.40 .6901 -.03 
% at-risk served by VPI 2.47 1.25 .2142 .09 

 Adjusted R2 32% 

Math Average Scaled Score 
Intercept 496.50 99.19 <.0001 0 
% Black -43.21 -6.86 <.0001 -.56 
% FRPL -10.03 -1.12 .2663 -.10 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree 32.89 2.74 .0071 .21 
% at-risk served by VPI 2.91 .64 .5208 .04 

 Adjusted R2 45% 

Math Pass Rate 
Intercept 92.25 50.22 <.0001 0 
% Black -12.77 -5.52 <.0001 -.50 
% FRPL -3.35 -1.02 .3117 -.10 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree 3.83 .87 .3865 .07 
% at-risk served by VPI 1.20 .72 .4706 .05 

 Adjusted R2 32% 

Source: Analysis of data provided the Virginia Department of Education and the U.S. Census Bureau. 

Appendix D: Regression Analyses of Test Scores 189 



   

 

 
  

 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

  

 

  
 
 
 

  

 

 
 

Regression Analysis of Fifth Grade SOL Scores 

Signicance Level of Standardized 
Variable Coefficient t-Value Coefficient  Coefficient 

English Average Scaled Score 
Intercept 490.77 95.48 <.0001 0 
% Black -31.41 -5.01 <.0001 -.43 
% FRPL -24.87 -2.72 .0074 -.26 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree 16.44 1.35 .1789 .11 
% at-risk served by VPI 8.31 1.23 .2213 .09 

 Adjusted R2 40% 

English Pass Rate 
Intercept 93.50 39.83 <.0001 0 
% Black -9.20 -3.21 .0017 -.30 
% FRPL -14.15 -3.39 .0009 -.36 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree -4.42 -.80 .4275 -.07 
% at-risk served by VPI 7.06 2.29 .0238 .17 

 Adjusted R2 29% 

Math Average Scaled Score 
Intercept 484.05 54.05 <.0001 0 
% Black -16.86 -1.54 .1255 -.16 
% FRPL -28.01 -1.76 .0811 -.21 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree 23.04 1.09 .2789 .11 
% at-risk served by VPI 21.13 1.79 .0751 .15 

 Adjusted R2 12% 

Math Pass Rate 
Intercept 87.01 25.52 <.0001 0 
% Black -4.00 -.96 .3382 -.10 
% FRPL -13.53 -2.23 .0275 -.27 
% Adults with bachelor’s degree -1.76 -.22 .8278 -.02 
% at-risk served by VPI 9.02 2.01 .0464 .17 

 Adjusted R2 9% 

Source: Analysis of data provided by the Virginia Department of Education and the U.S. Census Bureau. 
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As a part of the extensive evaluation process, State agencies 
and other entities involved in a JLARC assessment effort are 
given the opportunity to comment on an exposure draft of the
report. Appropriate technical corrections resulting from
comments provided by these entities have been made in this 
version of the report. This appendix includes written re-
sponses from: 

• Office of the Secretary of Education 
• Department of Education 
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COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

P.O.Box2120
Richmond,Virginia23218-2120

BILLY K. CANNADAY, JR., Ed.D.
Superintendent of Public Instruction

November 6, 2007 Office:(804) 225-2023
Fax: (804) 371-2099

Mr. Philip A. Leone, Director
Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission
General Assembly Building, Suite 1100
Capitol Square
Richmond, Virginia 23219

Dear Mr. Leone:

Thank you for the opportunity to review the exposure draft ofthe Joint Legislative Audit
and Review Committee's (JLARC) report, VirginiaPreschool Initiative (VPI): Current
Implementation and Potential Changes. Staff members at the Department of Education found
the report thorough and informative, and appreciated the opportunity to provide input on the
draft. The report does an excellent job of combining into one resource, comprehensive
information that explains the evidence-based rationale for the program, its implementation,
funding, and outcomes associated with VPI. It is clear that your staff spent considerable time
reviewing historical and statistical data, observing at various program sites, and conferring with
individuals associated with VPI.

The report supports the added value of quality preschool programs, in particular VPI. As
your report documents, VPI classrooms typically provide children with an engaging learning
environment and children who attend VPI programs demonstrate increased literacy skills that
extend into kindergarten. I also appreciate your careful review of the costs associated with
program implementation, and recognition of the limitations associated with the current funding
structure.

Thank you for the excellent work of your staff in presenting the facts and circumstances
related to implementation of VPI.

Sincerely,

~ ;
i

1/
".' .

BKCJr/LMW
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2007 Reports
352. Follow-Up Report: Custody Relinquishment and the Comprehensive Services Act 
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