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In 2019-20,
approximately
1/3 of Oregon’s
eligible children
attended pre-K
Oregon has invested extensively in
pre-K over the past several years.
However, gaps in access and quality
remain, particularly for children of color
and those from rural areas. The
COVID-19 pandemic has wreaked havoc
on the early education system, forcing
many providers to close, impacting
parents who rely on pre-K to help cover
their child care needs and children who
need quality care and education to
support their development. The number
of children in Oregon who lack access to
pre-K and the negative impacts of the
pandemic on the pre-K system is
concerning, given extensive research
demonstrating the benefits of highquality pre-K for children and, ultimately,
public safety. The law enforcement
leaders of Fight Crime: Invest in Kids
Oregon are calling on state policymakers
to continue to invest in what works: highquality early childhood education.

Pre-K has expanded in Oregon,
but need remains
In recent years, Oregon has expanded
investments in pre-K considerably. The
state’s 2019 Student Success Act provided
about $400 million in additional funding for
early childhood over the following two
years, with $75 million allocated towards
preschool slots. The goal was to augment
previous funding and serve a total of 15,000
children.1 In 2019, Oregon also received a
one-year, $4.2-million federal Preschool
Development Grant Birth Through Five
award, which was renewed late in 2019 for
three years, with a total of $26.6 million of
additional funding.2 The renewal grant
includes $1.25 million for full-day preschool
for rural communities and children of color.3
In 2019-20, approximately one-third of
Oregon’s eligible children (families up to
200 percent of the federal poverty level)
attended pre-kindergarten through Head
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Start/Oregon Pre-kindergarten (HS/OPK)
and Preschool Promise. Yet, a large
proportion of children went without these
programs--more than 30,000 children—twothirds of the eligible children—still did not
have access.4 Lack of access is particularly
problematic in rural areas: as little as 10
percent of eligible children are served
across HS/OPK and Preschool Promise in
these areas.5 Communities of color are also
underserved, and preschool programs in
these communities are often only part-day
and lower in quality.

COVID-19’s impact on pre-K
In addition to this lack of access, the
COVID-19 pandemic has closed the majority
of preschool settings in Oregon, excluding
those providing emergency child care. Even
though many pre-K programs are not fullday, they help parents by covering some of
their work day, thereby serving as a part of
many parents’ child care plans. As
Oregonians return to work, parents of
preschool students have to search for
alternative child care options, an additional
burden on parents during an already
stressful time.
Furthermore, although teachers are rallying
to support children and families during this
crisis through remote learning options,6 no
doubt that the lack of in-person early
learning is exacting a toll on these already
vulnerable children. A national survey of
families found that most preschool children
did not receive adequate support for their
learning last spring as preschools closed
down, nor were their parents able to
compensate for that loss.7 Further, in some
jurisdictions in other states, preschool
enrollment plummeted in this fall (2020).8
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Pre-K sets Oregon kids on the
path to success
The number of children in Oregon who lack
access to pre-K and the negative impacts of
the pandemic on the pre-K system is
concerning, given extensive research
demonstrating the positive impacts of pre-K
for children and, ultimately, public safety.
The path we set for children in their earliest
years can significantly impact their later
success as they proceed through school
and beyond. Research has shown that
high-quality early education can yield many
positive outcomes among participating
children, including better academic
outcomes, fewer behavior problems, fewer
school dropouts, and, eventually, less crime
and incarceration.

Academic achievement

Multiple studies have found that attending
pre-kindergarten results in higher
achievement in math and literacy among
participants, compared to children who did
not attend. For example, North Carolina’s
Smart Start and More at Four initiatives to
improve early education found that the
children in counties that spent more per
student were two months ahead in reading
at fifth grade and 1.5 months ahead in math
by fifth grade when compared with children
in counties that spent less per student.9 In
addition, students maintained these results
at least through eighth grade, with both
programs leading to increased math and
reading test scores.10 New Jersey’s pre-K
program, which served disadvantaged
school districts statewide, reported that
participating children were three-fourths of
a year ahead in math and two-thirds of a
year ahead in literacy in fourth and fifth
grades.11 These findings show that academic
gains from high-quality pre-K continue to

have a positive impact for students, and that
investing in early education can lead to
greater academic achievements later on.
The New Jersey researchers report that
their findings are on par with the earlier
results achieved by the Child-Parent
Centers (CPC) program, which later went on
to achieve very strong high school
graduation and crime reduction outcomes.

Grade retention

Moreover, pre-kindergarten participants
may be held back in school less often than
non-participants. Participants in Michigan’s
state pre-K were held back 51 percent less
often than non-participants.12 New Jersey’s
pre-K program found its children were held
back 40 percent less often.13

school graduation rates by age 20 among its
participants,17 while Michigan’s state pre-K
program reported a 35 percent increase in
graduates.18 This outcome is particularly
important for Oregon, which was tied for the
second-lowest high school graduation rate in
the nation in 2018, with more than 20
percent of students not graduating on time.19
Having a high school diploma is critical to
reducing crime. Six out of 10 prisoners
nationwide and one-third of Oregon’s
inmates do not have a high school diploma.20
Finding employment is challenging for those
lacking high school diplomas.

Less crime and fewer prisoners

High-quality pre-K has been linked, longterm, to less crime and fewer prisoners. The
CPC program has served over 100,000
Behavior problems
three- and four-year-olds since 1967.
Pre-K also impacts behavior problems.
Researchers followed a sample of
Students who participated in Alabama’s
participants up until age 28, and found that
First-Class Pre-K program were half as
children who did not participate were 70
likely to have disciplinary infractions than
percent more likely to be arrested for a
non-participants; moreover, the difference
violent crime by age 18.21 By age 24, the
was most pronounced in middle and high
people served by the CPC were 20 percent
school, when infractions are more
less likely to have served time in a jail or
common.14 Pennsylvania’s Pre-K Counts
prison.22 A recent study of Oklahoma’s
Public-Private Partnership program cut—
universal pre-K program found that the
from 22 percent to 4 percent—the number
program decreased the likelihood that
of children at risk for problematic social
black children were later charged with a
and self-control behavior.15 Attention to
misdemeanor or felony crime at age 18 or 19.23
behavioral issues is key and some
children need additional support in this
To achieve results, pre-K must
regard. Research has shown that as many be high-quality
as 50,000 preschoolers are suspended
To attain lasting results, programs must be
every year and another 17,000 are
high-quality. The National Institute for Early
expelled from preschool.16
Education Research (NIEER) lists 10
High school graduation
structural indicators of quality, focusing on
Research demonstrates that attending pre-K teacher credentials and training, class size,
teacher-child ratios, learning standards,
can increase high school graduation rates
among participants. The CPC pre-K program screening and other services, and program
oversight. Oregon’s Head Start /Pre-K
reported a 29 percent increase in high
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program meets eight of NIEER’s quality
benchmarks, while Preschool Promise
meets five of these benchmarks.24
NIEER also argues that high-quality prekindergarten programs should be full-day,
based on results from a randomized trial
that showed that children who participated
in a full-day program improved more on
vocabulary and math assessments than did
children in a part-day program.25 In addition
to educational benefits, full-day, full-week
programs help parents by ensuring that
their children are in safe, supportive
environments while parents work.

Oregon must continue to
invest in high-quality pre-K
In fall 2020, Multnomah County passed a
“Preschool for All” initiative that will provide
voluntary, tuition-free pre-K to all three- and
four-year-olds, with priority for underserved
groups, particularly children of color.26 Yet,
prior to the pandemic, two-thirds of eligible
Oregon children lacked access to pre-K.
COVID-19 has further limited access and has
also put tremendous stress on our state’s
budget for the foreseeable future.
Nevertheless, Oregon must continue to
invest in pre-K, which supports parents
working and child development today, and

will save money on crime and incarceration
down the road. Specifically, the legislature
should prioritize adding pre-K slots. This will
require additional investments in
infrastructure, including buildings and
classrooms, as well as the supplies for them.
In addition, since many parents use pre-K to
cover their working hours, programs should
be expanded from half-day to full-day.
Continued investments in our ECE
workforce, the heart of the early learning
system, must be maintained, including funds
for ongoing professional development.
The Multnomah County preschool-for-all
measure forbids suspension and expulsion
from preschool, instead requiring that
educators, administrators, and parents work
together to support the child and address
behavioral issues.27 This approach should
be implemented throughout the state so the
children most in need of support are not
excluded from pre-K.
In order to track progress in meeting the
needs of our state’s young children and their
families, the Early Childhood Division should
provide an annual report to the legislature on
the state of early childhood education,
including an analysis by demographic group
and location (rural vs. non-rural) given
ongoing concerns around equity.

Conclusion
Oregon’s law enforcement leaders know that the best way to stop crime going forward is
to put as many young children as possible on the path to success. When we support
high-quality pre-K, we put children—and our state—on an improved and safer path.
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