
28 Wi l s o n  Q ua r t e r ly  ■ Au t u m n  2 0 0 8

T H E  W I L S O N  Q U A R T E R LY

The New
Kindergarten
The case for universal pre-kindergarten isn’t as strong as it seems.

B Y  D O U G L A S  J.  B E S H A R O V  A N D  D O U G L A S  M .  C A L L

In her Christmas 2007 campaign ad, Hillary

Clinton was shown arranging presents labeled “Universal
Health Care,” “Alternative Energy,” “Bring Troops Home,”
and “Middle-Class Tax Breaks.” She then paused, looking
somewhat puzzled, before delivering the punch line:
“Where did I put universal pre-K?”

“Universal pre-K” has become a politically popular
campaign cause. Clinton is no longer a candidate, of
course, but Barack Obama has promised an ambitious
pre-kindergarten agenda; John McCain’s advisers have
hinted that he will do the same. And why not? The rhet-
oric surrounding pre-K programs is quite extraordi-
nary: They close the achievement gap between low-
income children and their more affluent peers; they
prepare all children, including middle-income children,
for school; and they provide financial relief to working
mothers who have been paying for child care.

Yet as the Clinton TV spot unwittingly suggested, uni-
versal pre-K programs do not have an obvious place in
today’s crowded child-care world. Sometimes called “the
new kindergarten,” pre-K is in most cases just what its
name implies: a year of publicly funded half-day school

before kindergarten—for all children, regardless of
whether their mothers work and regardless of family
income. Pre-K has hardly enjoyed a universal embrace.
Twice in recent history, attempts to create similar
national programs foundered on controversy and went
down to defeat. In California, voters recently turned
their backs on a statewide plan.

In a 2006 referendum, the Golden State’s voters
rejected universal “free” preschool by a margin of three
to two. Proposition 82, “Preschool for All,” was backed by
the activist actor-director Rob Reiner and the California
Teachers Association; it would have given all California
four-year-olds “equal access to quality preschool pro-
grams” for three hours a day for about eight months a
year—to be paid for by a 1.7 percentage-point increase
in the tax rate for single individuals making more than
$400,000 and couples making more than $800,000
(almost a 20 percent tax increase, by the way). Although
attendance was theoretically voluntary, the proposition
would have effectively withdrawn government subsi-
dies from other forms of care, so that families needing
or wanting a free or subsidized program would have had
no choice but to use their local school’s pre-K.

The referendum sparked a statewide debate that went
beyond the typical mix of platitudes, generalizations, and
exaggerations. Yes on 82, the prime sponsor of the refer-
endum, repeated the oddly precise claim of RAND
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researchers that “every dollar California invests in a qual-
ity, universal preschool program will return $2.62 to
society because of savings from reduced remedial edu-
cation costs, lower high school dropout rates, and the
economic benefits of a better-educated work force.”

Opponents pointed out, however, that more than
60 percent of California four-year-olds were already in
a child-care center, a nursery school, or Head Start, and
that the new program would have subsidized the middle-
class families now paying for child care while, in the

words of a Los Angeles
Times editorial, establish-
ing “a cumbersome bureau-
cracy . . . under the state
Department of Education,
which has done a disap-
pointing job with K–12
schools.”

Strangely, the over-
whelming rejection of uni-
versal pre-K by the voters of
our largest state has had no
discernible impact on the
national debate. It’s not that
California just happened to
have more preschool pro-
grams than the rest of the
country. Nationwide, about
74 percent of four-year-olds
now spend time in some
form of organized child care.

T o understand what
is going on, a little
history will help.

Beginning in the 1950s, a
steadily higher proportion
of married women with
children took jobs outside
the home. Between 1950
and 1970, the proportion of
married mothers in the
work force doubled, rising
from about 20 percent to
about 40 percent.  (Single

mothers have always had little choice but to work, or go
on welfare.) In 1971, spurred by this change, as well as the
emerging women’s movement, a group of liberal Democ-
rats led by Walter Mondale (D.-Minn.) in the Senate and
John Brademas (D.-Ind.) in the House pushed the Child
Development Act through Congress. It was an expansive
measure, designed to create a federalized system of child
development services. Children were to be enrolled
regardless of whether their mothers worked and needed
child care, on the ground that all children would bene-

And it’s only the beginning. A youngster awaits the graduation ceremony at a preschool in Danville, Kentucky.
Three-quarters of the nation’s four-year-olds are currently enrolled in some form of organized child care.
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fit from a government-supervised child development
effort.

Initially, key senior officials in the Nixon adminis-
tration supported the measure, seeing child care as an
important component of their approach to welfare
reform. But after some uncertainty, President Richard
M. Nixon vetoed the bill, famously criticizing its “com-
munal approaches to child rearing over [and] against
the family-centered approach.” His veto—and the specter

of “communal” child rearing—not only killed the bill but
took the political wind out of the child-care issue for a
decade. Mondale himself became alarmed by the back-
lash even in his politically liberal home state.

Most liberal commentators have seen only con-
servative politics in the Nixon veto, but even many
supporters of a federal child-care program thought
the bill was deeply flawed, in ways that its congres-
sional backers may not have understood. The legisla-
tion would have jumped past the states to fund hun-
dreds if not thousands of “prime sponsors” (mostly
local governments and nonprofit organizations)—all to
be selected by officials of the U.S. Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare. The prime sponsors
were, in turn, supposed to establish local “child devel-
opment councils” composed of parents, children’s serv-
ices specialists, and community activists. These local
entities would then fund as many as 40,000 individ-
ual providers.

If this web of federally administered, community-
based programs sounds like an echo of the War on Poverty,
that’s because it sprang from the same social agenda—and
many of the same activists. They distrusted state and
local governments and wanted “community groups” in
control. The bill’s supporters boasted that this nation-
wide cadre of well-funded organizations would be a strong

political force for their favored causes. Maurien McKinley
of the Black Child Development Institute explained: “It is
to the advantage of the entire nation to view the provision
of day care/child development services within the context
of the need for a readjustment of societal power relation-
ships. . . .  As day care centers are utilized to catalyze devel-
opment in black and other communities, the enhanced
political and economic power that results can provide effec-
tive leverage for the improvement of the overall social and

economic condition of the
nation.”

In the next three-plus
decades, child-care advo-
cates struggled to come up
with a formula that would
be more attractive to voters,
but they repeatedly overesti-
mated support for gov-
ernment-provided child care
for middle-class children

and underestimated the desire of parents for choice and
flexibility.

In the years after Nixon’s veto, tens of millions of Amer-
ican mothers entered the labor force. By the 1990s, about
70 percent of married mothers had left full-time child rear-
ing for jobs outside the home, and child-care options had
proliferated. According to the National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER), about 74 percent of all four-
year-olds are in “formal” child-care centers for at least part
of the day, while the remainder are in “informal” arrange-
ments, a category that includes care by anybody from their
parents or relatives to the lady down the street.

Married mothers entered the labor force in waves. First
came married women with older children, who were in
school anyway and often could take care of themselves after
school. Then came those with young children, who needed
someone else to care for them. In 1975, only 34 percent of
mothers with a child under age three worked outside the
home; by 1990, 54 percent did. Moreover, new mothers are
quick to return to work. About seven percent do so within
one month of their child’s birth, and about 41 percent within
three months.

Some think that American mothers are in the process
of completely abandoning their traditional child-rearing
role, but the picture is more mixed. The influx of married
women with children into the labor force largely came to a

EVEN THOUGH THEY DO NOT “need”

child care, about half of stay-at-home

mothers place their children in a preschool

or nursery school.
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halt in the 1990s. About 30 percent of all mothers today still
do not work outside the home. Include those who work only
part time—most often less than 20 hours a week—and you
will find that almost 50 percent of all mothers, and almost
60 percent of those with a child under three, are not in the
full-time labor force.

Although some of these women might take full-time jobs
if child care were free, most have decided to delay return-
ing to the labor force until their children are older. In fact,
even though they do not “need” child care, about half of stay-
at-home mothers place their children in a preschool or
nursery school (for at least a year) because they want them
to be with other children in a structured learning environ-
ment. For these mothers, government-funded pre-K might
be a welcome financial break, but it would have little or no
educational effect.

E xcept among women on welfare, the great increase
in working mothers had taken place by the late
1980s, when child-care advocates made their sec-

ond major push for a universal program. In 1987, the Act for
Better Child Care Services, or the “ABC bill,” as its support-
ers happily dubbed it, was introduced in Congress. Like the
legislation Nixon had vetoed 15 years earlier, the ABC bill
sought to create a nationwide system of child development
services.

This time, however, there was no Great Society
model; the states would administer the program,
although they were to be guided by local advisory coun-
cils. Each year, the states would distribute $4.6 billion as
grants to child-care centers or, in some circumstances,
as vouchers to eligible families. Families would be eligi-
ble to receive assistance on a sliding scale if their income
did “not exceed 115 percent of the State median income
for a family of the same size.” In high-income states
such as Connecticut and New Jersey, that meant a fam-
ily of four with an income of more than $100,000 would
have been eligible. Nationally, the average income cut-
off for eligibility for a family of four was about $79,000.
(Unless otherwise indicated, all dollar amounts in this
essay are in 2007 dollars.)

The ABC bill seemed headed for easy passage until con-
troversy broke out among its liberal backers over a new pro-
vision barring the states from expending child-care money
for “sectarian purposes or activities.” In other words, no

money for child care by religiously oriented organizations—
even though 28 percent of all center-based programs in 1990
were operated by religious groups—unless they removed all
elements of religiosity from their premises.

That provision was a late addition to the bill, apparently
at the urging of the National Education Association and the
National Parent Teacher Association. These organizations
were interested less in the theory of church-state relations
than in maximizing the money available for public schools
and their employees. And they worried that by using vouch-
ers (thus avoiding strictures against federal aid to religious
institutions), the bill would create a precedent for vouchers
in K–12 education. Many of the advocacy groups that orig-
inally supported the ABC bill—especially those represent-
ing religiously based providers, such as the U.S. Catholic
Conference and its allies—were incensed.

While the fight over aid to sectarian programs festered
for almost two years, another, and ultimately more sig-
nificant, rift developed among the Democrats who con-
trolled Congress. Key leaders in the House, led by Thomas
Downey (D.-N.Y.) and George Miller (D.-Calif.), decided
that any new child-care bill should provide greater assis-
tance to low-income families rather than attempt to start
a universal child development system, as the ABC bill
would. It is unclear whether they opposed a universal
federal program in principle—as Marian Wright Edelman
of the Children’s Defense Fund charged—or were simply
being pragmatic. Their own explanation was that a uni-
versal system was unlikely to be funded (at least in any
meaningful way) and that, in the meantime, low-income
families needed help.

Meanwhile, Congress had passed legislation that
encouraged mothers to leave welfare for work. Downey,
Miller, and their allies wanted to “make work pay” for these
mothers—by providing government-funded child care
and by supplementing low earnings through an expanded
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).

In 1990, Congress and President George H. W. Bush
finally agreed on a law, much different from the original
1987 ABC bill, that created a $1.3 billion annual program
called the Child Care and Development Block Grant and
a new half-billion–dollar entitlement for families “at risk”
of becoming welfare recipients. It also doubled the EITC,
from $11.9 billion in 1990 to $24.6 billion in 1993.

It is difficult to judge what would have happened had
the original ABC bill become law, but the narrower
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Downey-Miller approach was a boon to low-income fam-
ilies. The EITC is now a $45 billion-a-year program, pro-
viding financial assistance to more than 23 million fami-
lies. And the administrative structure it created—especially
child-care vouchers—became the basis of the massive
expansion of child-care funding six years later under Pres-
ident Bill Clinton’s 1996 welfare reform law. That year, the
Republican Congress—pushed hard by the Clinton
administration—decided that if mothers were expected to

work, the government should help pay for child care—the
same argument that had appealed to Republicans as far
back as the Nixon administration. In only five years, from
1996 to 2000, federal and related state child-care spend-
ing almost doubled, rising from $7 billion to $13.6 billion.
Add in funding for Head Start, and the total rose from
$11.7 billion to $19.9 billion. Spending has remained rel-
atively flat since then.

The result has been an unprecedented increase in
the number of children in government-subsidized child
care. But more needs to be done. Only half of all eligible
four-year-olds with low-income working mothers (and only

18 percent of those under age two) receive child-care aid.
Both the Child Development Act of 1971 and the ABC

bill of 1987 foundered, in part, on the seemingly wide polit-
ical opposition to a universal child-care program that ignores
the immediate needs of low-income families. But rather
than learn from this lesson, advocates are pushing yet again
for a universal program. This time, the selling point is
“school readiness” rather than child development, and the
focus is only on placing four-year-olds in public schools. But

the result is the same:
a middle-class–oriented
program that does not
meet the needs of low-
income families.

Advocates claim that
pre-K programs do not
have to be in schools, and
that they would be happy
to see existing child-care
centers improved with
pre-K funds (though that
would leave out sectarian
programs). But the “qual-
ity” requirements these
programs impose, such as
college degrees and spe-
cialized credentials for
teachers, are, in the words
of The Los Angeles Times,
“written in such a way to
favor programs at public
schools.”

In any event, given the
strong political support

for universal pre-K from teachers’ unions and the allied edu-
cational establishment, it should not be surprising that
most state pre-K money has gone to new programs in pub-
lic schools. In the 2003–04 school year, about 90 percent
of children supported by pre-K funds were enrolled in pub-
lic schools.

Why add a new, school-based program for four-year-
olds when, as we have seen, about 70 percent of all three-
and four-year-olds nationwide alreadyspend at least some
time in some form of center-based child care or Head Start?
Wasn’t this goal of universality the political and program-
matic hurdle that brought down California’s Proposition 82?
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The proportion of married women with children under age 18 who worked full time outside the home leveled off at
about 48 percent in the late 1990s, a decade after part-time employment reached a plateau of about 20 percent.

Married Mothers at Work, 1960–2007
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Would it not be sounder policy to expand the programs that
already exist?

Perhaps the politicians supporting universal pre-K do
not know the extent of existing preschool services. (That
seems to have been the case in California.) After all, like the
rest of us, they are constantly exposed to a barrage of com-
plaints about the inadequacy of child-care services. And
some governors seem to have been persuaded that a pre-K
program would raise test scores, thus helping to prevent the
financial penalties for failing to meet the standards of the No
Child Left Behind Act.

The advocates of univer-
sal pre-K, however, know
exactly what they are doing.
In public, they justify creat-
ing a new program by
claiming—often with some
hyperbole—that existing
programs are of such poor
quality that displacing them
will be a net good. Thus, Nathan James, a spokesman for
Rob Reiner, asserted that as few as 25 percent of the four-
year-olds in day care were in quality programs. Care for the
others “could be baby-sitting or throwing a kid in front of a
TV set,” he said.

That kind of exaggeration—with its remarkable sug-
gestion that the majority of parents hand their children over
to dreadful caregivers—distracts attention from the real
question: Would it not make more sense to improve the
existing programs than to start up a fresh group of efforts
whose quality is far from guaranteed? For example, “Project
Upgrade” (funded by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services) used rigorous evaluation techniques to test
a revised curriculum for child-care centers in Florida. It
raised test scores on at least some elements of cognitive
development as much as the best state pre-K programs—
at a much lower cost. (Because pre-K pays teacher-level
salaries, on an hourly basis it costs about 50 percent more
than center-based care.)

In private, advocates give a more plausible explanation.
They say that the phrases “universal preschool” and “uni-
versal pre-K” are meant to suggest the extension of public
education. The idea is to finesse the major reasons why past
efforts to enact a universal child-care program failed. If
pre-K is just adding another year to schooling, then it is not
taking over child rearing (a prerogative carefully guarded by

American parents). And if it is an education program, it
might attract the children of stay-at-home mothers and
would certainly justify taxpayer spending on middle-class
and more affluent families. (After all, schools are free to all,
regardless of income.)

Justifying free pre-K is politically important
because, contrary to what the news media imply, two-
parent families in which the mother works are actu-
ally much wealthier than those with stay-at-home
mothers. As The Los Angeles Times complained, uni-

versal pre-K makes a “taxpayer-funded preschool
available to middle-class and rich families, which can
easily afford it.” Although other factors are involved,
consider that in 2006 the median income for house-
holds with two earners was $76,635, almost 40 per-
cent more than that for married-couple households
with only one earner ($55,372).

The key to this “pre-K is just another year of school” argu-
ment is the claim that, unlike Head Start, pre-K programs
provide educational benefits to all children, not just the dis-
advantaged. “All children make phenomenal gains” in
pre-K, claims Libby Doggett, executive director of the advo-
cacy group Pre-K Now. Rob Reiner told the National Gov-
ernors’ Association that pre-K programs produce a “huger
impact” on how all children do “in school and later on in life.”

At first glance, the idea that starting school a year ear-
lier would boost the learning of middle-class children might
make sense. (Let’s pass on the worry that many experts have
about the negative impact of starting formal education too
soon.) We want our children to do the best they can in
school, so, presumably, the earlier they start preparing for
school, the better.

Unfortunately, no scientifically rigorous evidence sup-
ports the claims of pre-K’s impact on middle-class chil-
dren. James Heckman, a University of Chicago Nobel lau-
reate in economics, is one of the strongest voices in favor of

ONLY HALF OF ALL ELIGIBLE four-

year-olds with low-income working mothers

receive child-care aid.
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early education for low-income children, but here is what
he says about applying the model to the middle class: “Advo-
cates and supporters of universal preschool often use exist-
ing research for purely political purposes. But the solid evi-
dence for the effectiveness of early interventions is limited
to those conducted on disadvantaged populations.” As Bruce
Fuller, an education professor at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, and author of Standardized Childhood
(2007), explains, “For middle-class kids the quality of pre-
school centers would have to approach a nirvana-like con-
dition to present radically richer environments than the
majority of middle-class homes, or home-based caregivers.”

It’s not that knowledgeable pre-K backers don’t know
this. Fuller reports on a conversation he had with one of the
key foundation funders of the pre-K movement: “When I
asked [universal pre-K] benefactor Sue Urahn of the Pew
Charitable Trusts why government should subsidize
preschools for all families, rich or poor, she acknowledged
that ‘you probably won’t get the degree of benefit for middle-
class children that you would for poor kids.’ But, she added,
universality may bolster the political will to widen chil-
dren’s access to, and to improve the quality of, preschool.”

So that’s the strategy: promise the middle class a free
lunch. Thus far, it seems to be working. Each year sees an
increase in the number of children in pre-K programs. In
the 2006–07 school year, the NIEER reports, 14 states had
25 percent or more of all four-year-olds in pre-K, and three
states had reached 50 percent.

In most places, pre-K programs are simply being added
to the mix of preschool programs, with little or no attempt
to coordinate them with existing child-care programs or
Head Start. The eventual goal, apparently, is to have uni-
versal pre-K programs substitute for all programs that now
serve four-year-olds.

But is it the right strategy? What about the nearly
500,000 four-year-olds in Head Start? And what about the
almost 1.6 million four-year-old children of full-time work-
ing women—children who need more than part-time care
while their mothers are on the job?

P re-K is already eating into Head Start enroll-
ments. Last year, Congress responded to what
was called “underenrollment” by allowing Head

Start grantees to enroll more infants and toddlers, and
to raise income eligibility ceilings. This is, at best, a

temporary fix to a long-term problem.
Nonprofit and for-profit child-care centers face a

subtler threat. Full-time working mothers who use
pre-K (whether because of its presumed quality or
because it is free) no longer need their services. And
because pre-K fills only a few hours of each day, these
mothers tend to patch together some combination of
before– and after–pre-K activities for their children.
Because they generally cannot use child-care centers for
this purpose, children are more likely to wind up in infor-
mal care, provided by neighbors, relatives, and others—the
very care that pre-K advocates criticize most.

When researchers studying New York State’s uni-
versal pre-K program raised the possibility that pre-K
programs “could negatively impact the enrollment of
four-year-olds at nonpublic child-care centers and
preschools,” a pre-K advocate asked, “Is this necessar-
ily an all-negative outcome?”

Or perhaps advocates would prefer the Oklahoma
solution. Using mostly federal funds, the state simply
pays child-care centers for a full day for each child, even
if the child is only present for four hours. (This practice
is documented in government reports, but the folks in
Washington either don’t know or don’t care about it.)

Another troubling aspect of the pre-K movement is
that it is a retreat from parental choice in early child-
hood arrangements, an approach that has been nur-
tured since the passage of the block grant bill in 1990.
Since then, more than $100 billion in child-care sub-
sidies has been distributed through vouchers—with
nary a problem—while low-income parents have had
the freedom to choose the providers they want, largely
without government constraints. (Even unlicensed
providers can be used in most states.) But parents in
neighborhoods served by pre-K have only one choice:
send their children to the public program or dig into
their pockets to send them to one of their own
choosing.

Vouchers are controversial for K–12 education,
but they have been widely accepted in the child-care
world—because the context is so different. Remem-
ber, the children involved are three-year-olds and
four-year-olds. Even some strong critics of vouchers
for the schools, such as John Witte, a political scien-
tist at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, have
concluded that for preschool programs a “voucher
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system seems to be the best choice to maximize
opportunity and equity and educational efficiency.”

Besides encouraging responsive programming and
service improvement, vouchers provide a high degree
of flexibility needed to accommodate the disparate
needs of families. Some parents want, or need, only
half-day care; some need evening or after-hours care;
others need full-day care, perhaps with extended
hours. Some parents want their children cared for by
other family members; some want to use neighbors;
others want a nursery school; still others prefer a care
center, perhaps in a church. Some parents may want
all their children of different ages in one place; others
may not care. Some parents will want their children
close to home; others will want them close to work.
The variations are almost infinite. Accommodating
such variation is all but impossible in a top-down,
pre-K regime.

Perhaps most troubling, universal pre-K does little,
if anything, to solve the most vexing educational prob-
lem facing America: the achievement gap that puts
low-income, mostly minority children so far behind
more fortunate children. On a host of important devel-
opmental measures, low-income children suffer large
and troubling social and cognitive deficits compared
with others. This translates into a lifelong achieve-
ment gap that curtails the educational attainment,
employment opportunities, and earnings potential of
large numbers of children—especially among African
Americans, Latinos, and other disadvantaged
minorities.

T he achievement gap has many causes, from
the poverty stemming from a history of dis-
crimination and restricted opportunity to the

child-rearing styles of many disadvantaged families.
Cause and effect are intermingled in multiple and con-
troversial ways. Early childhood education is a poten-
tially important remedy to some of these problems, but
the plain fact is that the family is the primary teacher
of young children—and compensatory programs face
a much larger challenge than pre-K advocates’ rheto-
ric commonly suggests. What parents do (and do not
do) counts much more than any early education
program.

Debate rages about how best to close the achieve-
ment gap, but all specialists agree that to be success-
ful, programs must be focused on the children’s deep
needs and be intense enough to make a difference.
That means multiple years of educational and sup-
port services for the parents as well as the children—
and that simply is not something pre-K and its three
or four hours of school-based services will provide.

Some observers think that, if pre-K programs
really worked for the middle class, they would widen
the achievement gap. Bruce Fuller points out, “The
well-orchestrated universal preschool campaign at
once says their silver bullet will help all kids and close
early achievement gaps. That’s pretty difficult to pull
off. It means that children from middle-class and
wealthy families will accelerate in their development,
and then poor kids will accelerate even more.”

Perhaps sometime in the future all American chil-
dren will be in free child care, at least by the time they
are four years old. But we seem far from that goal. One
research group estimates that a universal pre-K system
would cost roughly $55 billion a year, more than six
times the roughly $9 billion the federal and state gov-
ernments now spend on four-year-olds. If past esti-
mates for the costs of other social programs are any
guide, it would not be unreasonable to double that
forecast.

Universal pre-K might be a boon to the middle
class—depending on whether, in the end, it is their tax
dollars that pay for it—but it would still leave unmet
the much more serious needs of low-income children.
Half of all eligible low-income working mothers still do
not receive child-care subsidies. Would it not be wiser
policy to help them purchase better child care than to
channel more funding into pre-K programs that serve
higher-income children whose parents do not neces-
sarily work?

Twice before, efforts to create a universal pro-
gram stalled in Washington. But this round’s edu-
cation-based strategy may work. Although it failed
with the voters of California, special interests hold
much greater sway in the nation’s capital. So, to
answer Hillary Clinton’s question: Universal pre-K is
caught in the midst of middle-class and interest-
group politics. As usual, the most disadvantaged chil-
dren may lose out. ■




