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Investing in pre-K to 12 education will help make young Virginians
workforce-ready, crime-free, and military-eligible.
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Virginia’s long-term economic growth
and public safety, and our national
security, depend on the foundation that
we lay for students in our state today.
However, early care and education
programs for Virginia infants and
toddlers are scarce and expensive. The
commonwealth has a public preschool
program, but the program serves only a
small proportion of four-year-olds and
funding has decreased over time.
Similarly, state support for public K-12
schools is still down from cuts made in
the wake of the Great Recession and
many schools are chronically
underfunded. These shortcomings exist
in a state where more than one-third of
children have experienced at least one
adverse childhood experience (ACE).

High-quality early childhood education builds
a foundation for success in elementary school
and beyond. Quality K-12 education focuses
on the whole child, to support all aspects of
child development (cognitive, social,
emotional, physical). Well-educated youth are
more likely to finish high school on time and
be ready for college or any career they
choose, including the military. There is also a
link between inadequate education and crime,
suggesting that students’ education is not only
linked to the success of our state’s economy,
but also to public safety. By investing in
education, we are improving our students’
readiness to succeed, helping them to avoid
lives of crime, and enabling them to contribute
meaningfully to our state and national
economy, as well as to the defense of our
nation, should they choose that path.
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Education builds the
workforce pipeline
Early care and education (ECE).

Research shows that the experiences children
have in their earliest years (birth to age 5),
during a period of critical brain growth, set the
foundation for future development.1 Warm,
responsive parenting and nurturing child care
and preschool programs set children on a
path to successful adulthood by stimulating
their development.
Decades of research, across numerous
states, show the short- and long-term
benefits of high-quality ECE for children’s
cognitive, social, and emotional
development.2 Children who attend such
programs are more likely to arrive at
kindergarten ready to learn3, to have better

Recognizing 6 out
of 10 state prison
inmates don’t have a
high school diploma,
education and literacy
skills must be developed
in all youth.”

Larry D. Boone

Norfolk Chief of Police
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literacy and math skills in elementary school
and middle school4, and to graduate from
high school on time.5 Quality ECE can help
prevent behavioral problems6 and even
lead to less crime and incarceration.7 ECE
programs that emphasize healthy eating
and physical activity can help reduce
children’s risk of obesity, one of the major
medical disqualifiers for military service.8
In particular, results of multiple studies of
the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI)
demonstrate its impact.9 VPI participation
has been associated with reduced rates of
children being identified as not ready for
school, higher literacy scores, and a
reduction in having to repeat kindergarten.
Compared to similarly at-risk children who
had not attended, VPI participants from
families with low incomes had higher
average scores on third grade Standards of
Learning exams (Virginia’s standardized
testing program that assesses whether
students have met expectations for what
they should know at the end of each grade,
in various subjects10).

K-12 education.

Research points to the importance of a
strong pre-K to third grade continuum in
sustaining gains children make in pre-K.11
Quality K-12 education, focused on the
whole child (learning, well-being, and
healthy development) can support child
development across all domains (cognitive,
social, emotional, physical) and set children
on the path to successful adulthood and
post-secondary education or a career.12
Children’s educational experiences have
important consequences for our state and
our nation. Our national security relies on

qualified young adults who are ready, willing,
and able to serve in the U.S. military. We
need young adults who are prepared for
college and careers, to help prevent
involvement in crime. Nationwide, six out of
10 inmates in state prisons lack a high
school diploma,13 demonstrating the
importance of high school graduation.
Further, Virginia’s businesses need a steady
supply of educated, skilled young people to
build a strong workforce to compete in the
global economy. By setting children on the
path to successful adulthood, quality early
childhood and K-12 education can
strengthen the future workforce,
contribute to a strong economy and public
safety, and enhance national security.

Virginia’s workforce pipeline
is falling short
The educational systems that Virginia relies
on to build its workforce pipeline are not as
strong as we need them to be. Child care
programs for infants and toddlers in the
commonwealth are both scarce and
expensive. Nearly half (47 percent) of
Virginians live in a child care “desert” where
there are at least three children for every
licensed child care slot. The situation is
worse in rural areas of the commonwealth,
where the figure is 63 percent.14 The
average annual cost of child care for an
infant in a center in Virginia ($14,560) is
more expensive than public four-year
college tuition ($13,490).15 This situation puts
child care out of reach, practically and/or
financially for many Virginia parents.
Virginia’s public preschool program, the
Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI), serves just
17 percent of the commonwealth’s fouryear-olds.16 Funding for VPI has decreased

The infant-toddler
child care crisis
costs the U.S. $57 billion
annually in lost earnings,
productivity, and revenue.
Investing in our youngest
learners is critical for
Virginia’s workforce and
economy.”
Mike Petters

President & CEO
Huntington Ingalls Industries

over the past several years (in inflationadjusted dollars), and Virginia ranks 31st in
the nation on both preschool access and
state spending. VPI has also experienced
challenges around quality, attaining just six
of the 10 quality benchmarks set by the
National Institute for Early Education
Research (NIEER).
Similarly, state support for public K-12
schools is still down from 2009 levels
(adjusting for inflation). During the Great
Recession, legislators made structural
changes to the state’s public education
funding mechanism, reducing state support
for local school divisions. Lower-income
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regions of the commonwealth were unable
to make up the difference with local
spending, although they were already
inadequately funded.17
Unfortunately, these shortcomings exist in a
state where more than one-third (41 percent)
of children have experienced at least one
ACE.18 ACEs, which include abuse, neglect,
and household challenges (e.g., parental
substance abuse, incarceration, divorce,
etc.), can derail children’s development and
have lifelong consequences, from mental
health issues, to disease and early death.19
ACEs can affect school performance,
impacting high school graduation and
lowering adult productivity.20 Early adversity
is also a substantial risk factor for behavior
problems and later involvement in crime.21
Moreover, ACEs can prevent young adults
from qualifying to serve in the armed forces,
through their impact on educational and
criminal outcomes, and by increasing the
risk of drug abuse and obesity.22

Lack of reliable
child care for
working parents of
young children, up to
age 3, could come to
$1.7 billion in annual
costs for Virginia.”
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In addition to the benefits discussed above,
quality education can help mitigate the
impact of ACEs.23 In both ECE programs and
schools, children can form strong
attachments with caring adults, reducing the
impact of toxic stress that can derail child
development.24 Quality education can also
help children develop social and emotional
skills that can build resilience to stress.
These various shortcomings in the
workforce pipeline have serious
consequences for our state. Nationwide,
the shortage of child care for infants and
toddlers costs parents, employers, and
taxpayers $57 billion each year.25
Virginia’s Gross Domestic Product and
population represent roughly 12 percent of

the nation’s GDP and population. That
suggests that the lack of reliable child care
for working parents of young children, up to
age 3, could come to $1.7 billion in annual
costs for Virginia.
Educational deficits, health issues, and
behavior problems (substance abuse
and crime) currently prevent 70 percent
of Virginia youth from qualifying for
military service.26 In addition, Virginia’s
jails are full of people serving time for
serious and costly crimes, many of whom
lack high school diplomas that would
qualify them for legitimate employment.27
The annual operating budget for the
Virginia Department of Corrections is
currently $1.4 billion.28 Further, the
commonwealth has a skills gap, lacking
workers with credentials that qualify them
for middle-skilled jobs (i.e. those that
require some postsecondary education or
training, but not a bachelor’s degree).29

We must invest in education
to repair Virginia’s workforce
pipeline
To optimize our children’s chances for
success and to strengthen our state, we
must invest in our education system from
birth onward. Virginia policymakers should
dedicate new public resources to our early
care and education system to improve both
access and quality. Barriers to providing VPI
identified by local leaders, including
difficulties in meeting the local match,
insufficient space in schools, and problems
in recruiting teachers, must be addressed.30
Recently, our state’s leadership has made
strides around ECE31 and these efforts
should be supported and expanded. For

With 71% of
American youth
ineligible for military
service, we must
invest in education.
Our national security
depends on welleducated men and
women in uniform.”
Norman R. Seip

Lieutenant General (Ret.)
U.S. Air Force

example, the Virginia Department of
Education received federal Preschool
Development Grant Birth through Five
awards, to build local community networks
of publicly-funded birth-to-five providers
across the state. These networks will
collaborate to support access and quality. In
2019, the governor established Executive
Directive Four, to develop a state leadership
team to increase ECE access, measure and
improve birth-to-five programs, and
consolidate oversight of these programs.
During the 2021 legislative session,
Governor Northam also proposed
expanding access to preschool for threeand four-year-olds.
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The Virginia Department of Education also
used a federal Preschool Development
Grant to create an expanded program, VPI+,
to offer services to four-year-olds in
communities with high needs and to
enhance quality overall. An evaluation of
VPI+ demonstrated that the program
increased preschool access and quality,
leading to increased school readiness for
participating children.32
Unfortunately, to date, efforts on behalf of
infants and toddlers have not kept pace
with those focused on preschool-age
children. Virginia policymakers must
address this shortcoming.
With regard to K-12 education, we must
strengthen all schools across Virginia to
ensure our young people are positioned to

be successful in education and life. In 2019
and again in 2020, the Virginia Board of
Education (VBOE) proposed changes to the
commonwealth’s funding formula to
increase resources for a variety of functions,
including enhanced support for schools
serving children from low-income families.33
This included the creation of a new fund to
ensure resources are reaching these highneeds schools across the state. This
funding is much-needed as research shows
that these schools are seriously
underfunded, spending less per student
than schools serving children from more
advantaged families.34 However, it is now up
to the General Assembly to fund VBOE’s
recommendations. These are steps in the
right direction to ensure that all schools in
Virginia have adequate resources to
properly meet the needs of students.

Conclusion
Education builds the pipeline for the future Virginia workforce. By investing in our
children’s education, from their earliest years, we can set them, and our state, on a path
to future prosperity and safety.
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