MISSION: READINESS
MILITARY LEADERS FOR KIDS

Virginia’s Education System:

Supporting Our National Security

How High-Quality Early Childhood Education Can Improve School Performance

Muission: READINESS is the national security organization of
more than 275 retired generals, admirals and other senior
military leaders who support policies and investments that
will help young Americans succeed in school and later in
lie, thus enabling more young adults to join the military if
they choose to do so.

SUMMARY: At least one in eight young people in Virginia
does not graduate from high school on time." Even among
Virginia’s high school graduates, 26 percent of those seeking
to enlist in the Army cannot join because of low scores on the
military’s basic exam for math, literacy and problem-solving,
according to an analysis by The Education Trust.?

While there are other major disqualifying factors — including
being overweight and having a criminal record — poor
educational achievement is the biggest reason why an
estimated 75 percent of all young Americans are unable to join
the military.?

These alarming figures raise a critical question: Will our
national education crisis soon become a national security
crisis? While the military services are currently meeting their
recruitment goals due in part to the poor economy, Defense
Department officials have expressed concerns to Congress that
such factors as inadequate education, obesity, poor physical
fitness and involvement in crime have severely limited the pool
of young adults qualified for military service and ultimately
could pose a threat to our national security.*

Virginia has an opportunity to make tremendous strides to help
its children and the nation’s security. We know what works
to help more children do well in school and in life. Long-
term studies of high-quality early childhood education show
that at-risk children benefit greatly from these programs. For
example, children who participated in the High/Scope Perry
Preschool Project were 44 percent more likely to graduate
high school than those who did not.* In addition, high-quality
state early education programs are now beginning to show
they can increase the literacy skills of those served and reduce
the number of children held back in school.®

High school graduation and military entrance exam qualifying
rates amongst young Virginians

PROPORTION WHO DO NOT GRADUATE: One in eight
young Virginians do not graduate high school on time.
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PROPORTION WHO SCORE TOO LOW: Out of those young
Virginians who do graduate and then try to join the Army, one_
in four cannot join because they score too low on the military’s
entrance exam.
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High-Quality Early Childhood Education
Works

Early education can provide the solid foundation upon

which effective school reform is built. Research following the
graduates of preschool programs up to age 40 have shown that
early education can produce very strong and lasting results.”
More recent studies of state programs provide further proof
that high-quality early education can help disadvantaged
children succeed. Here is some of that research:

The High/Scope Perry Preschool Project in Ypsilanti,
Michigan, randomly assigned disadvantaged 3- and 4-year-
olds to a high-quality pre-kindergarten program or to no
intervention, and followed them over time. The results:

e By age 14, almost half of the disadvantaged children in
the project were performing at a basic achievement level
or better in school compared to just 15 percent of the
children in the control group.

e The children who participated in the project were 44
percent more likely to graduate from high school.

e By age 27, those who did not attend the Perry Preschool
were five times more likely to have been chronic criminal
offenders than the children who participated.

e By age 40, those who attended the Perry Preschool were
earning more on average and were, for example, one third
more likely to have a car than those who did not attend.?

The Abecedarian home visiting and preschool program
randomly assigned disadvantaged children in North Carolina,
starting in infancy, to a high-quality early care and education
program or to no intervention. The results:

e The children notin Abecedarian were 75 percent more
likely to be held back in school.

e The children served by Abecedarian were 2.5 times more
likely to be attending a four-year college at age 21.°

High-quality preschool increased graduation rates
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The modern military needs well-educated recruits.

The Chicago Child-Parent Centers pre-kindergarten programs
have served over 100,000 at-risk children and have produced
long-term results:

e By age 18, children left out of the program were 70
percent more likely than participants to have been
arrested for a violent crime (and, if convicted, the
individual would usually not be able to serve in the
military).

e By age 20, the children left out were almost twice as likely
to have been placed in foster care.

e By age 20, participants were 29 percent more likely to
have graduated from high school."

State pre-kindergarten programs now have evaluations
proving that — if they are of high enough quality — they can
deliver solid results:

e Children who did not attend high-quality pre-kindergarten
in New Jersey were twice as likely to be held back by
second grade (11 percent vs. 5 percent)."” Michigan’s

Other military disqualifiers

An estimated 75 percent of young Americans
nationwide are unable to join the military because
of low educational achievement, weight problems,
involvement in crime or other disqualifying factors.
For example, more than one in three young adults
in Virginia is overweight or obese according to
data from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. To be within a healthy weight range
with a Body Mass Index under 25, these young
adults would have to collectively lose more than
6.8 million pounds — the equivalent of 57 Abrams
tanks.? Improving the quality of food served and
sold in the schools and increasing the availability of
active physical education can help young people to
maintain healthier weight levels.
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Pre-k helps reduce grade retention

Children left out of Michigan pre-k
were 51 percent more likely to be
held back

Children left out of New Jersey
pre-k were twice as likely to be
held back
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Pre-k improves literacy skills

Children attending pre-k answered 12-24 percent more questions correctly on a
literacy test than children without pre-k
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evaluation showed that the children who did not
participate in the state’s program were 51 percent
more likely to be held back in school (26 percent vs. 17
percent).'?

e In Oklahoma, New Jersey, Arkansas, West Virginia
and New Mexico, studies show clear gains in literacy if
the children attended pre-kindergarten programs, and
Pennsylvania has shown impressive gains in reducing the
number of children needing special education."

Combined, the longer-term studies and the more recent state
studies of high-quality programs provide solid evidence that
early childhood education programs can provide the a secure
foundation upon which to construct meaningful school reform
in America.

Early Childhood Education in Virginia

The Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI) serves 15,000 at-risk
4-year-olds, with eligibility based on locally determined risk
factors like poverty and limited English proficiency. Fourteen
percent of all 4-year-olds in Virginia are served.

A 2007 analysis found that at-risk children who attended VPI
programs performed better on a literacy assessment prior to
kindergarten entry than would be predicted based on their
background. Overall, kids attending VPI scored 13 percent
higher at kindergarten entry than predicted, with Hispanic
students faring 41 percent better."

The current status of military
recruiting

Due in part to the economic slowdown, military
services are meeting or exceeding their recruitment
goals. However Dr. Curtis Gilroy, director of
Accession Policy in the Office of the Under
Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness,
has warned that when the economy gains strength,
recruitment and retention challenges could return if
America does not do a better job now of producing
more young men and women qualified for service.??

For Fiscal Year 2013, VPl is expected to receive a $5 million
increase in funding, increasing total funding to $68 million.
This additional funding coincides with a small increase in total
slots.”™ Funding goes to public school districts and departments
of social services, which can directly provide services or
subcontract with private child care centers or Head Start. A
local match is also required. Not all districts participate in
VPL.16

Virginia also operates the Virginia Star Quality Initiative
(VSQ)I), a voluntary five-star quality rating improvement system
launched in 2007 to improve quality in child care centers,
Head Start and private and state-funded preschool programs.

VSQI only serves parts of the state due to limited funding
(federal, local and private) and only about 8,000 children have
been impacted by their program’s participation thus far."”

While Virginia is facing severe budget constraints, early
education is one area where, along with federal help, the state
should do all it can to expand and improve services — not cut
them.

Savings from Early Education

The costs of failure can be very high. For example, each child
who grows up to drop out, use drugs and become a career
criminal costs society, on average, $2.5 million. America also
spends $20 billion a year on child protection and foster care
services.'® So what works to help disadvantaged children
succeed can produce substantial savings later:

Net savings per student over their lifetime from
early education investments

$244 812"
$92,220%

High/Scope Perry Preschool
Chicago Child-Parent Centers

Nobel-prize-winning economist James Heckman has taken

a strong stand for high-quality early childhood education,
saying, “Make no mistake, reducing spending in some areas

is necessary and warranted [to reduce the deficit]. However,
when one has dug themselves into a hole, the solution is not to
stop digging as much as to start digging the hand and toe holds
that facilitate climbing out.”?'




Conclusion

There are more than 275 retired admirals and generals who
are members of MissioN: ReaDINEss.”> We wish to make clear
that investing wisely now in education reform — especially
improvements in early childhood education — is a necessary
investment in our national security. As an essential part of
education reform, we support efforts to ensure that states
improve and increase access to high-quality early learning,
especially for their most disadvantaged children. Without
enough skilled men and women available to serve in
tomorrow’s armed services, we cannot maintain the strength of
our military.

We strongly support state policymakers’ efforts to expand
and protect funding for the Virginia Preschool Initiative and
improve the quality of early learning programs through the
Virginia Star Quality Initiative. Combined, these wise state
efforts can produce the strong results Virginia needs.
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