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Preschool services in Sample City, KS are delivered through numerous programs and sites; some are provided by the school district, some by longstanding community partners, such as Head Start, and others by a plethora of church-sponsored programs and small businesses.  The question arises regarding the effectiveness of these programs in preparing students to enter and be successful in kindergarten.  

As an initial inquiry into the topic, it was requested that readiness of the incoming 2011 kindergarten class be examined according to the types of preschool programming received by students.  This brief outlines how the inquiry was approached, what comparisons were made, and what outcomes were indicated.

The programs

Nearly 80 community preschool programs were identified by parents as having served their children when they were queried at 2011 kindergarten enrollment.  For the purposes of this inquiry, the preschool experiences of these students were categorized as:

1. Sample City, KS Public Schools 

2. Head Start or one if its affiliates

3. Miscellaneous “other” local programs

4. No preschool services of any type

Measuring “readiness”
A 12-point checklist was created by Curriculum & Instruction and the Special Education Cooperative to cover four broad domains of readiness:


1.  Self Sufficiency


2.  Social Preparedness


3.  Literacy skills


4.  Math skills

Each of these areas contained Yes/No ratings on basic skills that represent readiness for academic learning.  Total scores were also computed.  Checklists were completed by teachers during the first weeks of the 2011-12 school year for all kindergarten students.  

TWO PROBLEMS

1.  Students with special needs
Sample City, KS serves a highly diverse student population.  Two characteristics of early learners that warrant special attention are their possible needs as second language learners or as students with disabilities.  All community programs might be expected to enroll students with diverse language needs, but the school district has a unique role in serving early-identified students with disabilities.  Accordingly, the enrollment patterns of students with these characteristics were examined first.

Preschool Enrollment of Students with Special Needs

	 Table 1
	Non-ELL
	ELL
	Non-disab.
	Disab.
	Total Enr.

	District Program
	293
	374
	560
	107
	667

	Head Start
	130
	97
	222
	5
	227

	Other PreK
	129
	44
	169
	4
	173

	No PreK
	290
	190
	475
	5
	480

	Total
	842
	705
	1,426
	121
	1,547


Of the 1,547 kindergarten students available to the inquiry (all with known PreK history and with teacher ratings from Fall of 2011), over 45% were eligible for ELL services.  ELL students were served in large numbers by all types of programs, although the proportion served by the public schools (56%) was the highest.  However, students with identified disabilities (7.8% of all students) were served almost exclusively by the public schools.  

This creates both an opportunity and a challenge for analysis.  Because ELL students are represented heavily in all programs, we are able to review the success of both ELL and and non-ELL students in each program category.  However, because so few disabled students attended non-public programs, we do not have this capacity with all program types.  Because the enrollment of students with disabilities specially affects the public schools, we are compelled to repeat some of our analyses without these students. 

2.  Limited range of the Readiness measure

The Readiness ratings were intended to assess basic pre-academic skills, and should be considered to represent a threshold for kindergarten readiness.  Nearly half the students rated (49.9%) attained a ratings total of 12.  A histogram of Total Readiness illustrates there was not a very high “ceiling” on the ratings.
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The distribution of ratings totals suggests that genuine readiness is probably represented by a very high number in this limited range.  This restriction of scores at the top end makes it difficult to compare groups with confidence.  In addition to comparing group averages, it may be helpful to examine at least one summary where students are simply categorized as “ready” or “not ready.”

EXAMINATION OF TOTAL READINESS

The table below shows average Total Readiness scores for each program type, and for both ELL and non-ELL students within each.  Students with disabilities are included in these results, but 88% of those students were in the public school programs. 

	Table 2
	Total Readiness for All students (including disabled)

	
	No Service
	ELL 1-3
	Both Groups

	 
	Mean
	Valid N
	Mean
	Valid N
	Mean
	Valid N

	District Program
	10.52
	N=293
	10.75
	N=374
	10.65
	N=667

	Head Start
	10.52
	N=130
	9.86
	N=97
	10.23
	N=227

	Other PreK
	10.92
	N=129
	9.77
	N=44
	10.63
	N=173

	No PreK
	9.86
	N=290
	8.57
	N=190
	9.35
	N=480


Because of the unique impact of students with disabilities in the table above, Total Readiness should also be examined without their inclusion.  The second table of Readiness Totals shows the effect of removing students with disabilities from the results, thus making comparisons across program types more valid.

	Table 3
	Total Readiness Without Disabled Students

	
	No Service
	ELL 1-3
	Both Groups

	 
	Mean
	Valid N
	Mean
	Valid N
	Mean
	Valid N

	Dist. Program
	11.00
	N=220
	10.89
	N=340
	10.94
	N=560

	Head Start
	10.60
	N=126
	9.89
	N=96
	10.29
	N=222

	Other PreK
	10.98
	N=125
	9.77
	N=44
	10.67
	N=169

	No PreK
	9.87
	N=285
	8.57
	N=190
	9.35
	N=475


Comparison of Group Results

Statistical analysis of the group averages, highlighted above, yields the following conclusions:

1. There is a significant difference across program types, with the District program contributing the highest group results.

2. There is a significant difference between ELL and non-ELL student groups, with higher readiness scores demonstrated by non-ELL students, overall.

3. There is also a significant interaction of these two effects; that is, there is something unique in one or more of the combinations.  Comparing groups, we can see that the ELL/non-ELL differences that exist for all the other groups essentially do not exist for the District groups.

Another Perspective

Remember that the Readiness rating scale is very limited, and average scores may be distorted.  We should also examine a similar array, as above, but simply show the proportion of students who demonstrate readiness (ratings total = 12).

	Table 4
	Proportion Demonstrating Readiness (Without Disabled)

	
	No Service
	ELL 1-3
	Both Groups

	 
	%
	Valid N
	%
	Valid N
	%
	Valid N

	District Program
	60.9%
	N=220
	62.4%
	N=340
	61.8%
	N=560

	Head Start
	54.0%
	N=126
	43.8%
	N=96
	49.5%
	N=222

	Other PreK
	63.2%
	N=125
	47.7%
	N=44
	59.2%
	N=169

	No PreK
	43.9%
	N=285
	25.8%
	N=190
	36.6%
	N=475


Although no statistical analysis was performed, the same patterns are evident here as in the first table, which presented average total ratings.

With disabled students removed from the analysis so they do not differentially impact the district results, we see that a difference exists among programs in terms of average readiness totals, especially for ELL students.  Further, the significant difference between ELL and non-ELL groups, in general, is negligible in the District groups.   

District Student Groups

The tables below show group results on domain and total readiness scores.  Please note these tables include all District students, unlike the restricted tables, above.

	Table 5
	All District Students
	
	All District Students

	
	Regular Ed.
	Disabled
	
	non-ELL
	ELL

	Self Sufficiency
	2.86
	N=560
	2.57
	N=107
	
	2.77
	N=293
	2.85
	N=374

	Social Preparedness
	2.76
	N=560
	2.46
	N=107
	
	2.62
	N=293
	2.79
	N=374

	Literacy
	2.72
	N=560
	2.12
	N=107
	
	2.58
	N=293
	2.67
	N=374

	Math
	2.59
	N=560
	1.97
	N=107
	
	2.55
	N=293
	2.44
	N=374

	Total Readiness
	10.94
	N=560
	9.12
	N=107
	
	10.52
	N=293
	10.75
	N=374


It is best not to over-interpret differences on domain scores, since they are composed of only three “yes-no” ratings and their reliabilities are probably low.  Group differences on Total Readiness are more meaningful.

Conclusions and Further Questions

The inquiry is limited by a restricted measurement tool, the short rating scale of basic readiness indicators, and is complicated by the enrollment distribution of students with special needs.  Still, a review of group results strongly suggests the following:

1.  Among all students without disabilities (Table 3, “Both Groups”), the District program appears to provide slightly stronger support than others, and substantially more than none at all.  However, this is nuanced by other student needs (see below).

2.  Among students who are neither disabled nor ELL, the benefits of preschool experience over no such experience seem evident (Table 3, “No Service”).  However, examination of either the average ratings totals or the proportion of students at “readiness” (Table 4, “No Service”) does not support any program type as substantially stronger than the other programs.

3. Among ELL students, the District program offered clearly stronger support (Table 3, see point 3).  These students entered kindergarten with essentially no difference in total readiness from their non-ELL peers on these limited measures.

4.  No generalizations can be made about students with disabilities.  Although they entered kindergarten with lower overall readiness, nearly all students attended the District program (Table 1).  This leaves no way to demonstrate the impact of different PreK programs, nor even to compare the impact of preschool versus no preschool for these students.

Because of the restriction in range, the Readiness ratings may not be very useful in predicting or helping to understand later learning difficulties.  However, since broad PreK program differences were demonstrated with even this limited scale, program differences may yet be evident in subsequent measures of student achievement and should continue to be tracked.
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