
(goals)
(prosperity)

(the current situation)
Many South Carolinians have long recognized the 

importance of high-quality early childhood education. The 
state was among the first to implement both a universal 
full-day 5K kindergarten and a limited state-funded 4K 
program.    

During the 2010-2011 school year, 51% of South Carolina’s 
four-year-olds attended a publicly-funded 4K program.  
These offerings are provided at a cost to taxpayers of $135 
million through a combination of local, state, and federal 
sources of funding.1

The state currently offers  several avenues for 4K, 
including South Carolina’s school district-based Half-
Day Child Development Program, both public-school 
and private center-based sites of the Child Development 
Education Pilot Program (CDEPP), and federally-funded 
Head Start programs, with the majority of students served 
through non-CDEPP public 4K (see Figure 1).

(publicly funded 4k programs in south 
carolina)

•	 The	 Half-Day	 Child	 Development	 Program was 
created in 1984 by the South Carolina Education 
Improvement Act. It seeks to improve school 
readiness in at-risk four-year-olds through school 
district based 4K. These 4K programs are required 
to be at least half-day programs, but many districts 
have chosen to provide full-day 4K. 

•	 The	 Child	 Development	 Education	 Pilot	 Program	
(CDEPP) was created by the South Carolina General 
Assembly to require full-day prekindergarten in 

1  South Carolina First Steps (2012). Publicly Funded Pre-Kindergarten in 
South Carolina: 2010-2011. Note that these figures do not include the ABC 
voucher program provided by the Department of Social Services, which also 
benefits four-year-olds by providing funding for childcare and/or wrap-around 
care outside of 4K hours. The ABC Child Care program also seeks to improve 
the quality, availability, and affordability of childcare throughout the state. The 
voucher program is funded both by federal dollars through the Child Care and 
Development Fund (CCDF) and the Social Services Block Grant (SSBG), and by 
state dollars.
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37 plaintiff districts in 
response to the 2006 
Abbeville School District 
v. South Carolina court 
decision. Students are 
served in both school-
district based and private 
center-based CDEPP 
classrooms, with the 
majority of four-year-
olds in district-based 
CDEPP classes. Oversight 
of CDEPP expansion 
is provided for school 
districts by the South 
Carolina Department of 
Education and for non-
school district programs 
– including private, faith-
based and community, 
and Head Start settings 
– by South Carolina First 
Steps to School Readiness 
(First Steps).

•	 Head	Start is a federally-
funded school readiness program that serves primarily low-income children ages 
three to five. The South Carolina Department of Social Services houses the state’s 
Head Start Collaboration Office, which seeks to encourage partnerships between local 
agencies and to ensure all low-income children are being served. 

For decades, the science of early childhood development has borne out the benefits of such 
programs, showing that high-quality 4K programs positively impact the academic achievement 
and social-emotional development of their participating students.2 While all children certainly 
benefit from these types of programs, the effects are greatest for children who are considered 
at-risk for school failure due to factors such as low family income, low parent education level, 
living in a home where English is not the primary language, and special needs considerations.3

Likewise, evaluations of South Carolina’s 4K programs have shown the state’s investment 
in its youngest learners to be beneficial to their future academic success. A recent study of 
five state 4K programs showed immediate results in South Carolina children’s pre-reading 
skills as a result of their participation in 4K.4 Furthermore, as seen in the South Carolina 
Department of Education’s 2006 report What is the Penny Buying for South Carolina?, the 

2  Barnett, W.S. (2008).  Preschool education and its lasting effects: Research and policy implications. Boulder and Tempe: 
Education and the Public Interest Center & Education Policy Research Unit. Retrieved February 19, 2013, from http://epicpolicy.
org/publication/preschool-education. Campbell, F.A., & Ramey, C.T. (1994). Effects of early intervention on intellectual and 
academic achievement: A follow-up study of children from low-income families. Child Development, 65, 684-698.  Pianta, R.C., 
Barnett, W.S., Burchinal, M., & Thornburg, K.R. (2009). The effects of preschool education: What we know, how public policy is 
or is not aligned with the evidence base, and what we need to know. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 10(2), 49-88. 
3  South Carolina First Steps. S.C. Children at Risk for Early School Failure. Power-point presentation, Accessed February 22, 
2013 from http://www.scfirststeps.org/research.htm. 
4  Wong, V.C., Cook, T.D., Barnett, W.S., & Jung, K. (2008). An effectiveness-based evaluation of five state pre-kindergarten 
programs. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 27(1), 122-154.
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effects of South Carolina preschool participation continue at least into middle school.5 In their 
study, sixth graders who attended preschool at the age of four received higher ELA and math 
PACT scores, were less likely to take off-grade level tests, and had a smaller achievement gap 
between Caucasian and non-Caucasian students than comparable at-risk students who did not 
attend a 4K program. 

(alignment of south carolina publicly-funded 4k with best practices)
In the 1960s and 1970s, researchers implemented experimental studies on the effects of 

two preschool programs, the Perry Preschool Project and the Abecedarian Program. Given 
their experimental nature and low attrition in longitudinal follow-up studies, they have been 
used as evidence of the potential for pre-kindergarten programs to close the gap between 
high-achieving and low-achieving students6. Despite differences in program structure and 
curriculum, both of these programs produced impacts on math, reading, and literacy skills, 
which were long-lasting and resulted in higher achievement test scores through middle school. 
7  Follow-up studies at age 27 and 40 showed economic returns for Perry program participants 
with higher graduation rates, lower crime and delinquency rates, and higher employment and 
compensation than non-participants.8 Another rigorous study of the Chicago Child-Parent 
Centers (CPC), the most effective large-scale pre-kindergarten implementation to date, 
found similar outcomes that persisted despite participants living in high-risk environments 

at later points in their child- and young 
adulthoods.9 

It should be noted that these model 
programs were expensive to implement, 
costing over $8,500 per student per 
year. Cost-benefit analyses have shown, 
however, that these programs made 
good economic sense, with an estimated 
return on investment of up to $16 for 
every $1 invested in the program.10

When asked about the feasibility of 
replicating the results of their study on 

5  South Carolina Department of Education. (2006). What is the Penny Buying for South Carolina? Twenty-Second Annual 
Reporting on the South Carolina Education Improvement Act of 1984.
6  ICS recognizes that there are many preschool programs demonstrating great gains in academic achievement and social-
emotional development. However, this brief focuses on the Perry and Abecedarian programs in the interest of space and given 
these two programs’ widespread familiarity and strong research base. 
7  Campbell, F.A., Ramey, C.T., Pungello, E.P., Sparling, J.J., & Miller-Johnson, S. (2002). Early childhood education: Young 
adult outcomes from the Abecedarian Project. Applied Developmental Science, 6, 42-57. Schweinhart, L.J., Montie. J., Xiang, 
Z., Barnett, W.S., Belfield, C.R., & Nores, M. (2005). Lifetime effects: The High/Scope Perry Preschool study through age 40. 
Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press. 
8  Schweinhart et al. (2005). Schweinhart, L.J., Barnes, H.V., & Weikart, D.P. (1993). Significant benefits: The High/Scope Perry 
Preschool study through age 27. Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press.
9  Reynolds, A.J., Temple, J.A., Ou, S.R., Arteaga, I.A., & White, B.A. (2011). School-based early childhood education and age-
28 well-being: Effects by timing, dosage, and subgroups. Science, 333, 360-364.
10  The Perry program cost $8500 per student per year and returns are estimated at $16.14 per $1 invested. Heckman et al (2010) 
suggest however that the returns should be estimated lower, at $7 per $1 invested. The Abecedarian program cost $17,000 per 
student per year (which reflects its format as a full-day educational childcare) and returns are estimated at $2.50 per $1 invested. 
The CPC program cost $5600 per student per year and returns are estimated at $10.83 per $1 invested. Schweinhart et al. 
(2005). Heckman, J.J., Seong, H.M., Pinto, R., Savelyev, P.A., & Yavitz, A. (2010). The rate of return to the Highscope Perry 
preschool program. Journal of Public Economics, 94, 114-28. Masse, L.N., & Barnett, W.S. (2002). A benefit cost analysis of the 
Abecedarian early childhood intervention. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research. Reynolds, A.J., 
Temple, J.A., White, B.A., Ou, S.R., & Robertson, D.L. (2011). Age 26 cost-benefit analysis of the Child-Parent Center Early 
Education Program. Child Development, 82 (1), 379-404.

For decades, the science of early 
childhood development has borne 
out benefits of such programs, 
showing that high-quality 4K 
programs positively impact the 
academic achievement and social-
emotional development of their 
participating students.2
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a large-scale, authors of 
the High/Scope Perry 
Preschool study concluded 
that “a reasonably similar 
program is a preschool 
education program run by 
teachers with bachelor’s 
degrees and certification 
in education, each serving 
up to eight children living 
in low income families. 
The program runs two 
school years for children 
who are 3 and 4 years 
of age with daily classes 
of two and a half hours 
or more, uses the High/
Scope model or a similar participatory education approach, and has teachers visiting families 
or scheduling regular parent events at least every two weeks.”11 Similarly, authors of the CPC 
study suggested that the important aspects of their program included certified teachers, 
small classes, an adequate number of hours in the program, an emphasis on the development 
of literacy and social skills, and intensive family involvement.12

While studies have shown South Carolina’s preschool initiative to have an impact on student 
academic achievement, the magnitude of its impact is calculated to be significantly less than 
these programs – about 25% of the effects of the Perry program.13 What we have learned in 
the intervening fifty years is that the magnitude of the impact of state programs is directly 
related to how closely they follow the intensive models of these programs. South Carolina 
would do well to consider the extent to which its preschool offerings are in keeping with 
model program qualities named by the researchers involved:

•	 Teacher	qualifications	 	 	 •				Class	size

•	 Targeted	population	 	 	 •				Duration	of	program

•	 Program	schedule	 	 	 	 •				Curriculum

•	 Family support component

(teacher qualifications)
Research on the effect of teacher qualifications has shown early childhood teachers with 

bachelor’s degrees to have a positive effect, albeit a modest one, on child success. The knowledge 
and experience teachers gain in bachelor degree programs have been shown to influence 
their interactions in the classroom, with bachelor level teachers showing significantly more 
sensitivity, engagement, responsiveness, and positive interactions with their students than 
teachers who do not hold these degrees. These moment-to-moment interactions have been 
found to affect educational achievement and social-emotional characteristics, with bachelor 

11  Schweinhart et al. (2005).
12  Reynolds et al. (2011). 
13  Pianta et al. (2009). 
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level teachers producing better outcomes than less-educated teachers14. 

As such, the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) and the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) recommend a minimum of a 
bachelor’s degree with certification in early childhood education for all pre-kindergarten 
teachers. Likewise, the Perry, Abecedarian, and CPC programs all employed only teachers 
who held at least a Bachelor’s degree. 

Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 Currently South Carolina follows guidelines requiring teachers to hold a Bachelor’s 
degree with a certification in early childhood education for public school-based 4K 
programs.  However, teachers in private-center based CDEPP programs are only 
required to have an associate’s degree. Given that these programs are providing 
the same services and seeking the same outcomes as part of a larger initiative, 
South Carolina should consider enacting a uniform teacher qualification standard 
that governs all publicly-funded 4K classrooms regardless of location. 

•	 In order to retain high-quality teachers at all preschool sites, studies indicate that 
the salaries for preschool teachers should be commensurate with their education 
and experience and reflect K-12 teacher salary levels regardless of location.15 

•	 Furthermore, a study published in Early Childhood Research Quarterly indicates 
that steps must be taken to ensure that preschool teachers holding a bachelor’s 
have the education and training signified by the degree. For instance, teacher prep 
programs and certification standards should follow evidence-based guidelines 
with an emphasis on child development, effective teaching strategies, and 
Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP). Once in the classroom, continuing 
evaluations of teaching quality and classroom experiences in combination with 
ongoing teacher support and effective professional development can also improve 

the quality of South Carolina preschool programs.16 

14  Burchinal, M., Howes, C., Pianta, R., Bryant, D., Early, D., Clifford, R. & Barbarin, O. (2008): Predicting child outcomes at 
the end of kindergarten from the quality of pre-kindergarten teacher-child interactions and instruction. Applied Developmental 
Science, 12(3), 140-153. NICHD Early Childcare Research Network (2002). Child-care structure, process, outcome: Direct 
and indirect effects of child care quality on your children’s development. Psychological Science, 13(3), 199-206. Phillipsen, 
L., & Peisner-Feinberg, E. (2000). The consistency and predictability of teacher-child relationships during the transition to 
kindergarten. Journal of School Psychology, 38 (2), 113-132. Pianta, R.C., Howes, C., Burchinal, M., Bryant, D., Clifford, R., 
Early, C., & Barbarin, O. (2005). Features of pre-kindergarten programs, classrooms, and teachers: Do they predict observed 
classroom quality and child-teacher interactions? Applied Developmental Science, 9, 144-159. Vandell, D.L. (2004). Early child 
care: The known and unknown. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 50, 387-414.
15  Ackerman, D.J., & Barnett, W.S. (2006). Increasing the effectiveness of preschool programs. New Brunswick, NJ: National 
Institute for Early Education Research. Barnett, W.S. (2004). Better teachers, better preschools: Student achievement linked to 
teacher qualifications. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research. Pianta et al. (2009).

16  Dickinson, D.L., & Caswell, L. (2007). Building support for language and literacy in preschool classrooms through in-
service professional development: Effects of the Literacy Environment Enrichment Program (LEEP). Early Childhood Research 
Quarterly, 22, 243-260. Klein, L., & Gomby, D.S. (2008). A synthesis of federally funded studies on school readiness: What are 
we learning about professional development? Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. NAEYC (2009). 
Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving Children from Birth through Age 8. A position 
statement of the National Association for the Education of Young Children. Retrieved February 25, 2013, from http://www.
naeyc.org/positionstatements/dap. 
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(class size)
Smaller class sizes and lower ratios improve outcomes for students by increasing teacher 

responsiveness, supportive interactions, individualized attention, and time spent on 
instruction.  Further, smaller class sizes and higher ratios decrease time spent on managing 
student behavior and other classroom management and organizational tasks.17 Economic 
returns on class size reduction policies have been estimated to be as high as $2.79 per dollar 
invested in early grades.18 

South Carolina currently follows NIEER and NAEYC class size guidelines for all 4K 
classrooms with a maximum of 20 students per class and a teacher-student ratio of 1:10. 
Recognizing the increase in cost as class sizes decrease, NIEER recommends a maximum class 
size of twenty students as the most cost-effective standard. However, they also acknowledge 
that reducing class sizes to an average of fifteen students has been shown to increase outcomes 
by as much as 50%, as seen in Tennessee’s Project STAR program.19 The impact of reducing 
class sizes to below 15 students is especially seen for disadvantaged and younger students.20 

As previously discussed, the Perry and Abecedarian programs had maximum class sizes of 
13 and 12 respectively. While these studies alone cannot prove the effectiveness of such small 
classes, it is significant that studies with larger class sizes have not shown the same level of 
benefits.21

Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 Given the accrued evidence, an experimental evaluation of the benefits and costs 
of smaller South Carolina class size could provide information about the potential 
long-term impact of reducing class sizes in 4K to a maximum of 15 students.

(targeted population)
In 2011, South Carolina served over half of its four-year-olds in some form of publicly-

funded 4K programs. With only 48.95% of four-year-olds qualifying for free and reduced-
price lunches, South Carolina has been lauded as one of only a handful of states to be serving 
more four-year-olds than it has living in federally-defined poverty.22 One might conclude from 
these statistics that South Carolina has achieved universal access for low-income students. 
South Carolina, however, does not currently include an income requirement for entry to 
its 4K programs, and as many as one in five participating children do not qualify for free 
or reduced-price lunch.23 As presented in a recent brief by First Steps, these reports “raise 

17  Bowman, B.T., Donovan, M.S., & Burns, M.S. (Eds.) (2000). Eager to learn: Educating our preschoolers. Washington, DC: 
National Academy Press. 
18  Aos, S., & Pennucci, A. (2013). K-12 class size reductions and student outcomes: A review of the evidence and benefit-cost 
analysis (Document No. 13-01-2201). Olympia: Washington State Institute for Public Policy. 
19  Barnett, W.S., Shulman, K., Shore, R. (2004). Class size: What’s the best fit? New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early 
Education Research. 
20  Finn, J.D., Gerber, S.B., Achilles, C.M., & Boyd-Zaharias, J. (2001). The enduring effects of small classes. Teachers College 
Record, 103, 45-83.  Note: While most of the studies on class size reduction begin their interventions with kindergarten classes, 
the evidence suggests that the earlier students begin learning in small classes, the higher the return on investment. See Aos & 
Pennucci (2013) for further discussion of the costs and benefits of reducing class sizes. 
21  Barnett, W.S. (1998). Long-term effects on cognitive development and school success. In W.S. Barnett & S.S. 
Boocock (Eds.) Early care and education for children in poverty (pp.11-44). Albany: SUNY Press.
22  Building a Foundation for Success by Getting Every Child Ready for School, Southern Regional Education Board, 2005.
23  South Carolina First Steps. (2006). Publicly funded pre-kindergarten in South Carolina: Coordinating resources for greater 
impact.
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the possibility that students who might 
otherwise be considered a low priority 
for taxpayer intervention (some of 
whom might readily access 4K in the 
private sector) are filling spaces more 
appropriately devoted to others.”24  

The research is clear that while all 
children can benefit from early education, 
children who are from low-income 
backgrounds reap the greatest benefits.25 With limited funding available and recent budget 
crises reducing the funding for pre-kindergarten even further, South Carolina is faced with 
the necessity of choosing how to direct existing 4K dollars. 

Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 South Carolina does not have a statewide definition of eligibility, instead leaving it 

to individual districts to determine which children qualify for their 4K programs. 

Determining the extent to which the current 4K population matches program goals 

by examining current enrollment procedures and eligibility guidelines will allow 

the state to more specifically target intended populations, including its highest-

priority children.

•	 In light of limited funding, one question local and state policy makers might consider 

is whether South Carolina should focus its efforts on providing the highest quality 

program possible for a targeted population versus expanding scope to provide 

universal access to interested families.

(duration)
It remains notable that all of the effective programs worked with economically disadvantaged 

students for at least two years prior to starting school. In the Chicago Child-Parent Center 
study, 55% of children attended for two years beginning at 3 years old, and the remaining 45% 
attended for their four-year-old year. Findings from this study showed that attending CPC 
for two years did produce modest improvements in outcomes over single-year participation.26 
Despite the evidence of an increase in outcomes with an increase in program duration, 
however, cost-benefit analyses have found a single year of preschool participation to be the 
most cost-effective method.27

24  Ibid.
25  Peisner-Feinberg, E.S., Burchinal, M.R., Clifford, R.M., Culkin, M.L., Howes, C., Kagan, S.L., & Yazejian, N. (2001). The 
relation of preschool child-care quality to children’s cognitive and social developmental trajectories through second grade. Child 
Development, 72, 1534-1553.
26  Reyonlds, A.J. (1995). One year of preschool intervention or two: Does it matter? Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 10 
(1), 1-31.
27  Reynolds et al. (2011).

With limited funding available and 
recent budget crises reducing the 
funding for pre-kindergarten even 
further, South Carolina is faced with 
the necessity of choosing how to 
direct existing 4K dollars.
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Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 For the vast majority of South Carolina’s preschool participants, funding is only 
available for their four-year-old year. Instead of extending program access to 
younger ages, policy makers may wish to consider 4K policies within the broader 
context of a comprehensive system of support for child development and school 
readiness from birth to age five.28 The Institute for Child Success supports such 
movement toward evidence-based systemic changes to promote the success of all 
children. 

(schedule)
Preschool programs throughout the nation vary in format, ranging from two-and-a-half 

to six-and-a-half hours of educational programming per day and from following a school 
calendar to extended year-long schedules. Some states require full-day 4K programs, while 
others leave it up to individual districts or program sites to determine the length of the school 
day. Research is not clear on whether full-day and half-day programs produce equal outcomes 
or if characteristics of families who choose each type of program influence effectiveness.29 
Moreover, model preschool programs varied from the 2.5-hour day, 30 week format of the 
Perry program to the 8-hour day, 50 week format of the Abecedarian program with significant 
positive outcomes for both. 

While the research is not clear about the impact of program schedules on school achievement, 
it is clear about the impact of 4K programs on maternal employment and lifetime earnings 
and suggests that the program’s schedule can influence family self-sustainment. Full-day 
programs have been shown to have a significant positive effect on maternal education, 
employment, and lifetime earnings. Conversely, half-day programs can be less conducive to 
working families’ needs, requiring more transportation to and from programs and locating 
additional sources of childcare. 30 

Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 Despite the evidence suggesting that half-day and full-day preschool programs, 
if implemented effectively, can both yield positive outcomes for children, South 
Carolina policymakers should also consider the larger needs of the families 
supporting young children.  If serving a population of mostly low-income families, 
a program needs to match working parents’ schedules. While all CDEPP classrooms 
operate as full-day programs, non-CDEPP School District 4K leaves scheduling 
decisions to individual district discretion. At a state-wide level, additional research 
is needed to better understand the impact of access to half-day and full-day programs 

28  Sheridan, S.M., Knoche, L.L., Edwards, C.P., Bovaird, J.A., & Kupzyk, K.A. (2010). Parent engagement and school 
readiness: Effects of the Getting Ready Intervention on preschool children’s social-emotional competencies. Early Education and 
Development, 2(1), 125-156.
29  Jurkiewicz, T. (2004). A study full-day and part-day preschool services. Ypsilanti, MI:  High/Scope Educational Research 
Foundation.
30  Henry, C., Werschkul, M., & Rao, M.C. (2003). Child care subsidies promote mothers’ employment and children’s 
development. A briefing paper of the Institute for Women’s Policy Research. Ramey, C.T., Campbell, F.A., Burchinal, M., 
Skinner, M.L., Gardner, D. M., & Ramey, S.L. (2000). Persistent effects of early childhood education on high-risk children and 
their mothers. Applied Developmental Science, 4 (1), 2-14.
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on South Carolina’s families. 

•	 More exploration is needed regarding policies providing a continuum of care for 
children of working parents, including providing wrap-around care in schools or 
utilizing existing community-based providers as preschool sites.

(curriculum)
Research into curriculum models has found that many approaches are effective in achieving 

preschool goals, including the teacher-directed approach of the Abecedarian program and the 
child-led approach of the Perry program.31 By and large though, effective pre-kindergarten 
programs focus on developmentally appropriate literacy, language learning, and school 
readiness skills while addressing the needs of the whole child. These programs also have 
responsive learning environments that encourage growth across all developmental domains 
– cognitive, social-emotional, and physical. The curriculum must provide consistent learning 
objectives but be f lexible enough for teachers to meet the needs of their students.32 

Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 South Carolina should continue to ensure that only high-quality curricula are utilized 
in publicly funded 4K programs. Currently the state requires all public-school 
4K programs to utilize its Good Start, Grow Smart Early Learning Standards in 
curriculum development and assessment, and all CDEPP programs are offered a choice 
of evidence-based curricula from which to choose.33 In addition to more traditional 
types of curricula, many South Carolina 4K classrooms are utilizing Montessori 
methods, which have been found to produce strong academic gains,  specially among 
disadvantaged students.34 

(family-support component)
All of the preschool program characteristics discussed thus far focus on the experiences of 

children during school hours. However, research has long shown that the home environment 
plays a significant role in cognitive development and school readiness.35 Many of the children 
participating in South Carolina 4K live in home environments that have been shown to be 
detrimental to optimal development, including poverty, low parent education, teenage parents, 
and housing instability.36 This reality makes an intensive family-support component essential 
to preschool success as the only aspect of pre-kindergarten interventions spanning the gap 
between a child’s two learning environments.

31  Reynolds, A.J. (2007, November). Cost-effective early childhood development programs from preschool to third grade. 
Presentation to Growth and Justice Conference: Smart Investments in Minnesota’s Students, St. Paul, Minnesota.
32  See NAEYC. (2003). Early childhood curriculum, assessment, and program evaluation. A position statement of the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children.
33  South Carolina Child Development Education Pilot Program (CDEPP) Guidelines 2012-2013. Available at www.scfirststeps.
org/4KProvider/FY13CDEPPGuidelines.pdf. 
34  Murray, A.K. (2010). Overview of Research on Montessori Education: An Evidence-Based Curriculum. New York, NY: 
American Montessori Society. A list of Montessori programs in South Carolina is available at www.scmontessori.org/schools-list.
html
35  Foster, M.A., Lambert, R., Abbott-Shim, M., McCarty, F., & Franze, S. (2005). A model of home learning environment and 
social risk factors in relation to children’s emergent literacy and social outcomes. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 20, 13-36. 
Tucker-Drob, E.M., & Harden, K.P. (2011). Early childhood cognitive development and parental cognitive stimulation: Evidence 
for reciprocal gene-environment transactions. Developmental Science, 1-10.
36  South Carolina First Steps. Priority risk definition for parenting and scholarships. Program standards fiscal year 2009.
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In recognizing the 
importance of strong 
relationships between 
parents and teachers for child 
success, the Perry program 
required teachers to make 
weekly 90-minute long home 
visits to collaborate with 
and educate parents on their 
child’s development. The CPC 
program emphasized intensive 
family support components 
that included group meetings 
and home visits, as well as 
opportunities for parents 
to participate in classroom 

activities and attend field trips. Recent research has shown parental partnership models that 
emphasize the relationships between parents, teachers, and students have been shown to be 
effective in improving student achievement and school readiness.37 

Considerations for Decision Makers

•	 Currently South Carolina requires its 4K family support component to include 
quarterly contact to report progress to parents and a parent education effort that 
focuses on improving literacy. All program development and implementation 
are left to individual schools and providers.38 By these requirements, South 
Carolina fails to ensure this necessary intensive family support component. 
In doing so, South Carolina misses a significant opportunity to effect 
long-lasting change in at-risk children’s home learning environment. 39 
  

•	 South Carolina’s state requirements could more accurately reflect the purpose and 
potential of family support programs to improve relationships, build community, and 
impact child success through intensive partnerships with and support to families.

(looking forward)
In summary, publicly funded South Carolina 4K is proving to be a worthwhile investment 

in school readiness.  However, opportunities still exist to fine-tune policies and practices to 
ensure high-quality for students most in need of 4K.  These opportunities include:

37  Fan, X., & Chen, M. (2001). Parental involvement and student academic achievement: A meta-analysis. Educational 
Psychology Review, 13, 1-22. Senechal, M. (2006). Testing the home literacy model: Parent involvement in kindergarten is 
differentially related to grade 4 reading comprehension, fluency, spelling, and reading for pleasure. Scientific Studies of Reading, 
10¸59-87. Sheridan, S.M., Marvin, C.A., Knoche, L.L. & Edward, C.P. (2008). Getting ready: Promoting school readiness 
through a relationship-based partnership model. Early Childhood Services, 3, 149-172.

38  South Carolina Department of Education’s Office of Federal and State Accountability. More information available at http://
ed.sc.gov/agency/programs-services/79/.
39  Halgunseth, L.C., Peterson, A., Stark, D.R., & Moodie, S. (2009). Family engagement, diverse families, and early childhood 
education programs: An integrated review of the literature. Washington, DC: NAEYC.
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•	 Enacting a coherent teacher qualification standard and salary guidelines that 
govern all publicly-funded 4K classrooms regardless of location;

•	 Examining the benefits and costs-benefits of reducing class sizes in 4K to a 
maximum of 15 students;

•	 Examining current enrollment procedures and eligibility guidelines to more 
specifically prioritize intended populations; , 

•	 Considering 4K policies within the broader context of a comprehensive system of 
support for child development, prenatal to age five;

•	 Examining the impact of access to half-day vs. full-day programs on South Carolina’s 
families. 

•	 Exploring policies further to ensure a continuum of care for children of 
working parents, including providing wrap-around care in schools or utilizing 
existing community-based providers as preschool sites.

•	 Ensuring that the parental involvement components are seen as opportunities 
to partner and collaborate with parents in achieving shared goals through state 
requirements that more accurately reflect the purpose and potential of family support 

programs to improve 
relationships, build 
community, and 
impact child success 
through intensive 
partnerships with 
and support to 
families.

Meanwhile, due to the 
benefits seen from the 
existing 4K programs, 
many are advocating 
expansion of South 
Carolina’s publically-
funded 4K system to 
provide universal 4K. 
Universal 4K can improve 

overall school achievement by extending its benefits to middle-income students who are also 
at risk for grade retention and school failure.40 Expanding 4K access to all interested families 
may also ameliorate some of the challenges of sustaining a targeted program. Research 
suggests that targeted programs can suffer from a lower quality than would be acceptable for 
public education as a whole and can suffer from funding shortfalls given its exclusive focus 
on a small subset of the population.41 By engaging families of all income-levels, universal 4K 
is less likely to lose support among voters than a targeted program and thus more likely to be 
sustainable long-term. 

While recognizing universal 4K to be a laudable goal, it must be cautioned that few programs 

40  Shulman, K., & Barnett, W. S. (2005). The benefits of prekindergarten for middle income children. New Brunswick, NJ: 
National Institute for Early Education Research. Available at http://nieer.org/resources/policyreports/report3.pdf.
41  Gelbach, J. B., & Pritchett, L. (2002). Is more for the poor less for the poor? The politics of means tested targeting. Topics in 
Economic Analysis & Policy, 2(1), Article 6.
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(hope)

nationwide have come to close to producing effects like the small-scale experiments of the 
Perry program and Abecedarian program, which speaks to the level of complexity required 
for scaling preschool initiatives. Furthermore, states that have implemented universal 4K 
programs have experienced unanticipated difficulties in funding shortfalls, teacher shortages, 
negative impacts on existing private childcare and preschool providers, and difficulties 
maintaining quality across communities.42 

Absent additional funding allocated toward 4K programs, decisions must be made regarding 
the priorities of South Carolina 4K in terms of the populations served and the quality of the 
programs that serve them. The Institute for Child Success currently recommends the state 
focus current efforts on prioritizing South Carolina’s most at-risk children for participation 
while continuing to improve its existing system of 4K to more closely follow best practices.

(final considerations for decision makers)

•	 ICS believes that efforts to strengthen and expand the 4K system in South Carolina 
should be considered within the context of strengthening and supporting other 
important early childhood interventions including home visiting, quality childcare, 
maternal-child health, early literacy, and family support programs.

•	 ICS believes that efforts to strengthen and expand the 4K system in South Carolina 
should be accompanied by comprehensive and transparent dialogue among all 
stakeholders, including all existing 4K providers.  

•	 ICS supports a deliberate and incremental scaling-up of 4K in South Carolina that 
includes the rigorous inclusion of best-practices, fidelity to best-practices, and 
prioritizing South Carolina’s most at-risk children for participation.

•	 A prioritized and incremental 4K expansion that is accompanied by additional 
early-childhood system reforms will lead to greater returns for our state’s children, 
families, and taxpayers. 

42  Ackerman, D.J., Barnett, W.S., Hawkinson, L.E., Brown, K., & McGonigle, E.A. (2009). Providing preschool education for 
all 4-year-olds: Lessons from six state journeys. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research. Schilder, 
D., Curenton, S., Kimura, S., Young, J., Anastasopoulos, L., Ehrlich, S., & Miller, C. (2011). PreK research project: Final report. 
Waltham, Massachusetts: Education Development Center, Inc.
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