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Support these incubators of Houston's future 

By JAMES D. CALAWAY and CAROL S. SHATTUCK 
WITH the volatility of the stock market, we are all looking for ways to get a solid return on our investments. Here's one that's a sure bet: Investing in quality preschool education for our young children. The Houston Independent School District trustees' Thursday vote to go forward with a bond proposal that includes 12 pre-kindergarten centers for our district's young learners is a step in the right direction. 

HISD is not alone in making such a move. Aldine and Spring Branch, among other school districts in the region, have identified preschool education as a maximum point of leverage that yields significant long-term benefits. 

Considerable research exists to substantiate this belief and support such action. In 2001, the National Research Council published "Eager to Learn: Educating Our Preschoolers," which provides compelling evidence that children have a prodigious capacity and enthusiasm for learning in their preschool years. Quality preschool experiences have been found to reduce the rates of retention in grade, assignments to special education and the likelihood of school failure. 

In addition to the growing school district support for preschool education, community leaders have recognized the value of quality early learning environments as well. Through an effort called Preschool for All, more than 100 volunteers are collaborating to make quality preschool education accessible and affordable to 3- and 4-year-olds in the area. 

This initiative, organized by The Center for Houston's Future and the Greater Houston Collaborative for Children, is developing a multiyear implementation plan encompassing the 25 Houston-area school districts. Through CHF and the Collaborative for Children's one-year planning process: 

·Research data on the impact of quality early learning environments on later academic success are being reviewed. 

·"Best practices" for teaching young learners have been developed. 

·A "state of the region" report which addresses the availability and quality of existing early learning centers will be mapped. 

·Standards for quality preschool education will be adopted, starting with the already strong Texas Education Agency's Pre-Kindergarten Curriculum Guidelines and Head Start Program Performance Standards. 

·A long-term plan for financing an expanded preschool education system will be developed. 

Does this mean that HISD should wait until the planning process has been completed to think about building new centers? Hardly. 

We think HISD's bold step is merited for a variety of reasons. First, even from our preliminary projections, it is clear that the demand for such programs far exceeds the supply. Second, facilities are the primary reasons that services cannot be expanded even though there are state dollars available to fund a significant portion of this program. Finally, there is at least a two-year lead time between the time a bond initiative is presented and facilities are available. 

What the Preschool for All process can offer HISD and other school districts in the region by the end of this year is a carefully designed road map, including population growth projections for each of the districts (by ZIP code), which enables the district to carefully select the location of the centers. 

Quality preschool is a first step to preparing our community's future work force, but it also represents an important support system for our community's current work force. According to federal statistics, 70 percent of 4-year-olds and up to 60 percent of 3-year-olds live in families where both parents or the sole parent are in the work force. Three main systems currently provide preschool for our children: federally funded Head Start; state and local school district-funded prekindergarten programs; and fee-based child care providers. 

All of these systems are vital to ensure that our children benefit from the proven, early learning strategies and enter kindergarten on their first day of school confident that they are going to succeed. 



Calaway is president and chief executive officer of the Center for Houston's Future. Shattuck is executive director of the Greater Houston Collaborative for Children.
