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Virginia will spend a record amount on
early childhood education

By MARIE ALBIGES
THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT | MAR 02, 2020

Children at a Virginia Beach preschool. The state wants to make sure more children have access to early childhood
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education. (Sta� �le photo)

Some children entering kindergarten in Virginia aren’t ready to do everything that
comes with that.

Can they stand quietly in a line? Can they write their name in uppercase and
lowercase letters? Can they cut a piece of paper?

Those few years before school starts are crucial to building the skills needed to
succeed in school, said Emily Griffey, policy director for Voices for Virginia’s
Children.

“Because there’s so much brain development in those first five years of life, the
things that you set kids up to learn, and know, and the way that they think about the
world essentially is what is preparing them for school,” she said.

About 40% of children enter kindergarten without being fully ready with the
literacy, math, self-regulation and social skills needed to thrive in school, according
to the state Department of Education.

Jenna Conway, the state’s school readiness officer, said that number increases for
economically disadvantaged children or those with special needs. And 70% of
economically disadvantaged children don’t have access to pre-K or other forms of
early childhood education.

Now, the General Assembly has pledged to address that, dedicating more money
than ever to help young, at-risk children enroll in early childhood education and
give families more options for child care.

The House and Senate budgets each include more than $90 million in new spending
for early childhood education, which advocates say is a historic amount of funding.
There are still a few differences in the budgets to work out before lawmakers
adjourn March 7.

“It’s been a long time coming,” said Karin Bowles, director of strategy for the
Virginia Early Childhood Foundation.Subscribers | Stay up to date with our app. Access included.   GET IT NOW
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Lawmakers want to add at least $70 million over two years to the Virginia Preschool
Initiative, which distributes state funds to school and community-based
organizations for 4-year-olds who aren’t served by the federal Head Start program.
That’s on top of the $145 million over two years the state currently spends. The $70
million also includes money for a pilot program that allows at-risk 3-year-olds to
qualify for the preschool initiative.

That extra money is for families whose incomes are up to 200% of the poverty level.
That means a family of four would be eligible if they made $52,400 per year.

Legislators also want to increase the amount of money given to organizations that
offer child care to at-risk 3- and 4-year-olds through a grant program administered
by the Virginia Early Childhood Foundation called mixed delivery. The Senate
proposed $8 million a year, and the House proposed $3 million a year.

“I think people are coming together and saying, ‘This really is important,’” said
Teresa Harris, an early childhood education professor at James Madison University.

Harris is particularly interested in the proposed $16 million over two years to
incentivize early childhood educators to stay in their field, which has a high
turnover rate.

And lawmakers agreed to partially fund Gov. Ralph Northam’s G3 community
college program, which offers tuition assistance for low- and moderate-income
students who enroll in certain high-demand programs including early childhood
education.

For the first time, the regulation and oversight of child-care services are moving
from the Department of Social Services to the Department of Education. Griffey
from Voices for Virginia’s Children said this will put child care under the umbrella
of early learning.

“Everybody should have sort of the same north star, the same guidance about what
early learning looks like in all of these settings,” she said.
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The bill to move oversight to the Department of Education also includes a
requirement that early childhood education facilities that receive public dollars be
observed and evaluated. While young children can’t be tested in the same way
children in elementary and secondary school can, the teachers and facilities can be
measured on how they interact with children and manage behaviors, Conway said.

The goal with these evaluations is to eventually have one place families can go
online for their child-care needs that shows them which facilities have space
available and which would be most appropriate for their child, Conway said.

Lastly, lawmakers approved a study to create a statewide early childhood mental
health consultation for teachers whose children have challenging behaviors.

“Oftentimes the adults will find very
normal toddler and 3-and 4-year-old
behavior hard to manage in the
classroom,” Conway said. “It doesn't
serve the kids well at all to exclude
them from the classroom.”

The mental health consultation
would provide a coach to come in
and teach the teacher how to address
those challenging behaviors.

On Friday, Northam in a letter
thanked lawmakers who are
finalizing the budget for their
dedication to funding early
childhood education.

“As you continue to refine this
comprehensive plan, I encourage you
to advance a funding model that will
enable the Commonwealth to reachSubscribers | Stay up to date with our app. Access included.   GET IT NOW
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as many children as possible, train educators, provide support, and set
accountability standards,” he said. “The experience of other states has shown that if
we invest in little learners today, we will see great results for adults tomorrow.”

Marie Albiges, 757-247-4962, malbiges@dailypress.com

Topics: preschool, early childhood education, pre-k, for the record, ralph northam, virginia general assembly,
Voices for Virginia’s Children, Virginia Preschool Initiative
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Marie Albiges writes about state government and politics. A graduate of Christopher Newport
University, Marie has previously covered local government, courts, breaking news and education
in Williamsburg and Texas.
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