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Thank you Committee Chairman Catania and members of the Committee on Education for the 
opportunity to address the Council on the state of Pre-K in the District. My name is Bonnie 
O’Keefe, and I am a senior policy analyst with DC Action for Children.    
 
DC Action for Children (“DC Action”) provides data-based analysis and policy leadership on 
critical issues facing DC children and youth, to promote policies and actions that optimize child 
and family well-being.  
 
DC Action is the home of DC KIDS COUNT, which tracks key indicators of child and youth well-
being in the DC neighborhoods where children live, learn and grow. We work closely with city 
agencies, the school system and service providers to share the most accurate and timely data 
along with clear and accessible analysis. Our advocacy agenda is based on these critical data. 
 
Pre-K access is one of the bright lights in DC’s education system. No other jurisdiction in the 
country provides the level of Pre-K access and choice that DC does, which has made our city a 
hub for early education innovation. To fulfill the potential of Pre-K, help close achievement gaps, 
improve proficiency rates, and make sure every child is ready to learn, school leaders and the 
DC community must continue to commit to young children through Pre-K quality improvements, 
parent engagement and investments in early childhood. 
 
Improving Access and Quality 
 
There is little evidence to show that DC Pre-K is serving children in all DC neighborhoods with 
the quality they deserve. 
 
DC Action strongly supported the expansion of Pre-K access in the District. Since 2008, DC has 
made substantial progress on the dual missions of enhancement and expansion laid out in the 
Pre-K Enhancement and Expansion Act, though not always as much as our leaders have 
claimed. In previous testimonies, we have urged school leaders to focus not only on expanding 
access to Pre-K seats, but on increasing programmatic quality. For example, we strongly 
supported DCPS’s use of blended funding to integrate Head Start into Title I-eligible Pre-K 
classrooms. But, five years after the trailblazing expansion of Pre-K, we still do not have 
evidence to show that DC Pre-K is serving children in all DC neighborhoods with the access and 
quality they deserve. 
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OSSE reports that DC has more Pre-K slots than are needed, but this doesn’t tell the whole 
story. 
 
The 2013 Annual Report on Pre-K released by the Office of the State Superintendent of 
Education (OSSE) claims that DC Pre-K has surpassed universality because the 17,130 total 
publicly funded Pre-K slots exceed the estimated 15,314 three and four year olds in DC. OSSE 
reports that 13,182 children are enrolled in Pre-K, 86 percent of the estimated population. No 
parent in OSSE’s survey who wanted to enroll their child in Pre-K reported being unable to find 
at least one seat. This would all be good news, however, the report does not tell us anything 
about who the un-enrolled children are or why parents declined a Pre-K seat.  
 
The vast majority of available Pre-K seats are not in a DCPS school or charter school and may 
have fewer resources and lower quality, which could explain why parents are not selecting 
them. 
 
86 percent of the available Pre-K slots that OSSE is counting as surplus seats are in home-
based child care and child care subsidy-funded community based organizations (CBOs), not in 
schools or CBOs that earned Pre-K enhancement grants. Should we expect a child who was 
declined a seat at a high-quality charter school or DCPS school to instead go to a home-based 
child care center with fewer resources and programmatic offerings? While some parents might 
prefer a home-based child care provider for a variety of reasons, we are comparing apples to 
oranges by including non-UPSFF funded seats in the city’s Pre-K capacity count. 
 
Parents need reliable measures of quality to help them select a Pre-K program. But it’s unclear 
if DC is on the right path to share this information. 
 
Kindergarten readiness assessments and quality ratings might help parents decide whether a 
Pre-K choice is right for their child, and might help DC align high-quality Pre-K offerings with the 
neighborhoods that need them most. But, most of the quality improvement metrics that OSSE 
describes in their report have not yet been implemented and are therefore impossible to judge.  
 
We will not see a Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) implemented before 2016 or a Quality 
Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) before the spring of 2014, at the earliest. The 2008 Act 
requires that all Pre-K programs meet high-quality standards by September, 2014. That is a 
disconcertingly tight timeline to get teacher, provider and community understanding of a new 
QRIS system, and we’d like to hear more from OSSE on the rollout plan for both these systems. 
 
One legislative solution we suggest the Council consider is to amend the Pre-K Enhancement 
and Expansion Act Sec. 104 and 105 to require that capacity and quality be assessed and 
reported together, and to require reporting on patterns of Pre-K capacity and quality by 
neighborhood or Ward. These data should then be incorporated into the My School DC and 
LearnDC platforms.  
 
Parent Engagement 
Parent engagement is central to the success of a voluntary Pre-K system. High-quality parent 
engagement strategies can set the stage for productive home/school learning partnerships 
throughout a child’s time in school. DC KIDS COUNT’s analysis of Pre-K attendance and 
truancy in DCPS schools, however, suggests a need to better engage parents about the 
importance of attendance during the early years of school. 
 
Absenteeism is a significant problem in DCPS Pre-K. 
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17 percent of DCPS Pre-K students have more than 10 unexcused absences. This is a higher 
percentage of truancy than we see with elementary or middle school students. Why are so 
many Pre-K students missing so much school? We suspect many parents still do not consider 
Pre-K to be “real” school and therefore they do not place the same importance on making sure 
their child is present every day. This is a huge opportunity for parent engagement that we hope 
DCPS prioritizes. Early investments in parent engagement would not only reduce truancy 
among Pre-K students, it would help create a new generation of engaged and informed DCPS 
parents.  
 
Creating a Better Birth to Eight Educational System 
 
Aligning early learning standards to the Common Core is critical, but the Council should also 
push for investment in children age birth to three. 
 
Pre-K is most educationally effective when it is part of a comprehensive birth to eight system 
that aligns with elementary education and early childhood programs. We applaud the fact that 
DC early learning standards are aligned to the Common Core State Standards, setting students 
on a smooth progression from Pre-K, to third grade proficiency and beyond.  
 
Alignment between Pre-K and early childhood programs such as Early Head Start, child care, 
early intervention and home visiting is less coherent, in large part because the District has not 
invested in early childhood programs to nearly the same degree that it has Pre-K. Children’s 
brain development begins before birth, and the experiences they have before they enter a 
formal classroom are critically important to their future. One of the best things the Council could 
do to improve Pre-K is to invest in early care and education quality improvements and 
expansion.     
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony. I am happy to answer any follow-up 
questions.  
 


