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INTRODUCTION 
 
Policymakers and funders are increasingly recognizing what educators and psychologists have 
long known about the importance of early childhood experiences for later development. Of 
particular interest is the potential value of high-quality early childhood experiences in 
improving the school readiness of low-income children who traditionally start school behind 
their more advantaged peers. Prevention and early intervention programs that enrich early 
childhood environments, such as the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project (Schweinhart et al. 
2005), have been shown to produce more successful youth and adults by raising both cognitive 
and noncognitive skills (also, Heckman, 2006; Heckman & Masterov, 2004; Reynolds, Ou, & 
Topitzes, 2004; Temple & Reynolds, 2006).  Although early childhood experiences are not the 
only factors in children’s future success, evidence indicates that from an economic standpoint, 
educational interventions for disadvantaged children in the first 5 years of life have much 
higher returns in terms of future education and employment than later interventions (Heckman, 
2006; Heckman & Masterov, 2004).   
 

Many questions remain about the best way to structure new preschool programs, given 
available resources, including whether the program should be targeted or universally available 
(Barnett, Brown, & Shore, 2004; Loeb et al., 2006).  A growing number of states have weighed 
in on this issue during the last decade by establishing universal or voluntary prekindergarten 
programs in an effort to improve children’s readiness for school.1  Early research on such state-
funded programs indicates promising impacts on children (Clifford et al., 2005; Gillam & 
Zigler, 2000; Gormely et al., 2005).  There are also uncertainties about how to structure the 
programs themselves to maximize their impact on school readiness and other developmental 
goals.  Research indicates high levels of agreement on some program characteristics (e.g., full-
day, smaller class sizes, smaller teacher-child ratios, relevant professional development), while 
others continue to be actively debated (e.g., teacher education level, program location, age of 
child served) (Early, Maxwell, Burchinall et al., 2007; Kelley & Camilli, 2007).  Many also 
worry that, in practice, the budgets allotted for state prekindergarten initiatives—including that 
of Florida’s Voluntary Prekindergarten (VPK) program—are not sufficient to provide the high 
quality of experiences needed to effectively prepare children for school.2   

  
Beyond these structural measures of programs, an extensive body of research is 

converging on the idea that classroom dynamics, such as the nature of social interactions and 
instructional experiences in these programs, are critical (e.g., Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Burchinal, 
Cryer et al., 2002; Burchinal, Roberts et al., 2002; Frede & Barnett, 1992; Howes, 1997; Howes 

                                                 
1 As of April 2006, only six states did not provide any state funding for preschool programs.  In several states, the 
prekindergarten program is a state supplement to Head Start. In some states, it is a combination of a state 
supplement to Head Start and other funds specifically for providing prekindergarten (National Association for the 
Education of Young Children [NAEYC]: http://www.naeyc.org).  Despite the overall expansion in funding, recent 
shortfalls have led to declining enrollments and lower per-child expenditure (adjusted for inflation) in some states 
(National Institute for Early Education Research [NIEER]: http://nieer.org). 
2 For example, see the editorial “Half Empty” in the Orlando Sentinel (August 2, 2006) and the article “Verdict is 
still out on Pre-K Program” (Solocheck, St. Petersburg Times, August 20, 2007), which capture the feelings of 
many observers that the state has failed to deliver on its promises of a high-quality program, for example, by 
approving only enough funds for half-day classes and not requiring day-care centers to hire certified teachers.  
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& Smith, 1995; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2000, 2001; Pianta et al., 2002; 
LaParo, Pianta, & Stuhlman, 2004).  There is general consensus that the effects of early 
childhood programs on children’s development and learning depend, in large part, on the 
quality of their experiences in these programs.  Accordingly, any effort to provide high quality 
care must consider both the structural elements of good programming and, in particular, the 
quality of interactions between adults and children.  

 
The Early Childhood Cluster Initiative 

 
Recognizing the importance of quality of early childhood experiences, the Children’s Services 
Council (CSC) of Palm Beach County, the United Way of Palm Beach County, the School 
District of Palm Beach County, and Palm Beach Community College (PBCC) launched the 
Early Childhood Cluster Initiative (ECCI) in the fall of 2005.  ECCI is modeled on the 1960s 
“Perry Preschool Project,” which is distinguished in the field for its documented impact on 
disadvantaged children (Hohmann & Weikart, 2002; Schweinhart et al., 2005).3  Its central 
feature is a full-day prekindergarten program for 3- and 4-year-old children in low-income 
communities.  The name “cluster initiative” refers to the initiative’s intentions to support and 
link the various agencies and individuals that provide care for children in the 5 years prior to 
entering kindergarten.   
 

All of the first-year ECCI classrooms were located in schools that house Beacon 
Centers, programs managed by community-based organizations in school spaces during the 
after-school hours—afternoons, evenings, and weekends—to provide social, recreational, and 
educational activities for children and families in the community.  ECCI stakeholders anticipate 
that relationships formed between Beacon Centers and families during the preschool years will 
continue and be a source of support for children who remain in the school for kindergarten.  
The Comprehensive Services program, which provides early identification of developmental 
delays and social-emotional problems and service referrals, also supports ECCI classrooms.  
Initial plans for ECCI also included gradually implementing the program in community child 
care centers and homes.   

 
 The ECCI program is a recent component of an infrastructure of community services 
and supports put in place to promote the healthy development and school readiness of children 
ages 0 to 8 in Palm Beach County.  The programs and systems that make up the infrastructure 
of services for families and children in Palm Beach County are intended to function 
collaboratively and support families and children at different stages of their development.  
Currently, these programs and systems focus on serving families in four targeted geographic 
areas (TGAs)—the Glades, Lake Worth/Lantana, Riviera Beach/Lake Park, and West Palm 

                                                 
3 The findings from the long-term evaluation of the Perry Preschool Project (Schweinhart, Montie, Xiang, Barnett, 
Belfield, & Nores, 2005) showed that participants of the program performed better through the years on 
achievement, literacy, cognitive, and language tests than those who did not participate.  Moreover, participants 
were more likely to be high school graduates, be employed and earn higher incomes than non-participants.  The 
results of the program suggest that children who participate in high-quality early care and education programs 
have better outcomes than children of comparable backgrounds who do not. 
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School Staff Views 
 
Prekindergarten staff, kindergarten teachers, and administrators were surveyed in the second 
year.  They expressed satisfaction with several elements of the ECCI program, particularly its 
connections to social services, but also the overall goals and philosophy of the ECCI program.  
Nonetheless, a number of respondents, especially kindergarten teachers, were dissatisfied with 
elements of the program.  Two-thirds (67%) of the kindergarten teachers, 40 percent of the 
administrators, and 26 percent of the prekindergarten teachers said they were dissatisfied or 
very dissatisfied overall with the curriculum.  Similar percentages were skeptical about the 
impact of the program on children’s school readiness.  Although only a quarter of the 
prekindergarten staff were dissatisfied with the High/Scope curriculum, a little more than half 
(53%) did not think it prepared children well for kindergarten.  Based on explanatory 
comments from some of these teachers, we interpret these responses to mean that they do not 
believe the curriculum prepares children well for the kind of kindergarten curriculum they were 
likely to experience at their schools.  Moreover, 62 percent of the prekindergarten staff did not 
think parents understood the curriculum and 34 percent did not think their administrators 
understood it. 
 

These results suggest that despite the progress in implementing High/Scope evidenced 
in aggregate PQA results, there was still considerable variability in the quality of 
implementation and in support for the curriculum at the end of the second year still varied 
considerably.  This variability in implementation is not surprising, given the ambitions of the 
program and turnover in staff between the first and second years.  Teachers were still learning 
the High/Scope approach, which, for at least half of the sample, was viewed as different from 
their previous training.  Indeed, High/Scope trainers emphasize that it can take between 3 and 5 
years for teachers to fully understand and be able to consistently practice the principles of 
High/Scope.  At the same time, it is important to recognize that the level of teachers’ 
knowledge of and ability to explain and interpret the curriculum to parents and administrators 
may, in turn, influence the level of parents’ knowledge of and support for the curriculum.  
Thus, it is critical that efforts continue to strengthen teacher training and program 
implementation and to help parents and other school staff understand how the curriculum 
prepares children for school.   
 

Parent Involvement and Perspectives 
 
Parents are an important component of ECCI, and implementation during the second year 
expanded to support their greater understanding and involvement.  With increased support from 
a Parent Volunteer Coordinator, new roles were generated for parents at a pilot site and new 
levels of parent involvement were noted.  At the same time, the model created in one site was 
not easily applied to two other sites.  At the end of the second year, ECCI focused on refining 
the right mix of intensive support with the promise of sustainability. 
 

In focus groups, parents expressed overall satisfaction with the ECCI program, though 
some identified specific concerns and articulated a general view of preschool that might be 
thought of as “mini” rather than “pre” kindergarten.  Such a view assumes that in order to 
prepare for kindergarten, children should engage in activities that mimic the next stage of 
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education.  As one parent suggested, “Once a week give them some … homework [to] get them 
ready.  Because in kindergarten they have homework.”  This conception of prekindergarten de-
emphasizes the developmental nature of learning, and characterizes preschool as a chance to 
practice what children may experience in a kindergarten class, rather than the content that may 
best prepare them to handle the content of kindergarten.  Thus, some of the parents saw “play” 
is seen by some of the parents we talked to as separate from learning, rather than part of it. 

 
Parents also have various ideas about what is important for school readiness and have 

different levels of knowledge about what the school expects for children to be ready.  Several 
Spanish-speaking parents, in particular, noted that they had a hard time understanding what 
they should focus on since they didn’t know what would be expected.  Thus, it appears that 
parents need more information about the specific High/Scope curriculum that is central to 
ECCI, but also about developmentally appropriate practice and how play and self-directed 
activities under adult guidance can contribute to children’s development, learning, and 
readiness for kindergarten.  This suggests that on ongoing task for ECCI will be finding ways 
to increase parent involvement and education. 
 

Program Implementation: Community-Based Site 
 
Adding a community-based child care center to ECCI that served infants and toddlers was an 
important part of the original program design.  The process of selecting the site, which we call 
the West Palm Center in this report, began in the first year, but implementation of the ECCI 
program occurred the second year.  The West Palm Center, which serves infants through 
prekindergarten-age children, is located close to a school with a Beacon Center, participates in 
the local Quality Improvement System (QIS) and is a Department of Children and Families 
“Gold Seal” quality child-care center, and located close to a Beacon Center. 
 

Despite a careful selection process, there were a number of unforeseen challenges in 
implementing ECCI in the community child care center arose.  These included the difficulty of 
communication between school-based staff and center staff, the lack of training and support for 
implementing the High/Scope curriculum in the infant and toddler classrooms, and insufficient 
funding for the same staffing levels at the school-based sites.  Although progress was made in 
implementing High/Scope at the center, it came slower than the ECCI leadership had hoped.  
As a result, a decision was made at the end of the second year to remove the center from the 
ECCI program but continue to support its implementation of the High/Scope curriculum and its 
participation in the QIS. 
 

School Readiness and Behavioral Data of ECCI Graduates 
 
Though the primary objective in the second year of the ECCI evaluation was to examine the 
implementation of the ECCI program, we also conducted an initial analysis of outcomes for 
children who were enrolled in ECCI in 2005–2006 and remained in the School District of Palm 
Beach County for kindergarten in 2006–2007.  Available data included basic demographic 
information, the results of the Florida Kindergarten Readiness Screen (FLKRS) and the 
Teacher-Child Rating Scale (T-CRS), a screen of social and emotional competencies used by 
the Health Care District’s Behavioral Health Program, and school district administrative data 
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on school absences and disciplinary referrals.  For each of these measures, we compared the 
results of children who completed ECCI prekindergarten in the spring of 2006 (its first year) 
and enrolled in that school’s kindergarten in the fall of 2006 with other kindergarten children in 
the same schools and in other schools in the district.  
 

The FLKRS scores of children who graduated from the ECCI program and entered 
kindergarten in the School District in 2006 indicated that a large majority (89%) were “ready” 
for kindergarten based on the ECHOS portion of the state screen.  Their results were similar to 
those for the state of Florida as a whole (86%) and somewhat better than other kindergarten 
children at these ECCI schools (83%).  On the DIBELS letter naming and letter sound 
measures, the average scores of the ECCI graduates were above those of other kindergarten 
children at the ECCI schools, and a little below those of other kindergartners at other schools in 
the District.   

 
Forty-four percent of the ECCI graduates received a T-CRS score of 30 or below on at 

least one behavioral domain in the fall screening, which was slightly lower than the percentage 
of other kindergartners screened (47-48%).  Although only a small percentage of kindergarten 
children received disciplinary referrals, the disciplinary referral results for children who had 
been in the ECCI program were similar to the results for kindergarten children at other schools 
in the District.  In addition, ECCI children were referred less often than their peers at the ECCI 
schools, and the rate of disciplinary referrals among ECCI children was lower than that of other 
kindergartners at ECCI schools.   

 
These results suggest that kindergarten children who were enrolled in the ECCI 

program the previous year were, using available measures, comparable to other kindergartners 
in the School District of Palm Beach County School District in terms of their school readiness 
screen results and behavior in kindergarten—even though demographic information indicated a 
higher proportion of low-income children and ethnic minorities in the ECCI sample compared 
to other kindergartners in the school district.  On the DIBELS portion of the state school 
readiness screen, ECCI children scored higher than other kindergartners at the same schools.  
However, it must be emphasized that we do not have necessary baseline measures for any of 
these groups of children.  Therefore, we cannot conclude that any differences or lack thereof 
between groups of children indicate program effects. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
In our 2006 report on the first year of ECCI implementation, we identified a range of 
accomplishments and specific challenges for the project as it moved into its second year.   The 
accomplishments included generally high levels of support for the goals and ECCI activities 
among stakeholders, high levels of student enrollment, and progress in implementing the 
High/Scope curriculum in classrooms.   The challenges we identified included the complexity 
of the curriculum and the likelihood that teachers would require several years to master it, 
including the use the Child Observation Record as a tool for assessment and planning; teacher 
turnover; lack of communication, clarity or agreement between the ECCI program and key 
partners such as schools, Beacon Centers, and parents; struggles to build teacher teamwork; and 
the incomplete implementation of components such as support for parent involvement, 
implementation of the program in a community-based setting, and referrals to Comprehensive 
Services for child and family supports. 
 

In the second year, ECCI actively worked to improve its operation in many areas, and 
our research expanded to capture its increased breadth of ECCI and to explore implementation 
in greater depth.  Programmatic changes in the second year included the implementation of a 
staff position to support parent involvement in schools, the addition of a community-based 
center as a site for program implementation, and the renegotiation of the working relationship 
between ECCI classrooms and Beacon Centers to give ECCI staff more responsibility in the 
collaboration.  In addition, an application process was established to specify the expectations 
for schools implementing the program and obtain input from principals about their interest in 
continuing the program at their schools, in an effort to continue the program at schools that 
were more likely to be successful in meeting High/Scope certification.  ECCI continued to 
provide training and support to teachers and the resource teachers, and program quality as 
measured by the PQA continued to improve and stabilize. 

 
By the end of its second year, the program had sharpened its focus and limited its 

ambitions.  ECCI was modified from its initial design as a “cluster” of providers offering child 
care and education to preschool children, concentrating instead on a smaller number of school-
based sites.  Camps held during breaks in the school schedule were eliminated, as was the 
position of ECCI program manager.  At the same time, attention to the effects of the program 
had increased in the second year, prompted in part by Florida’s publication of the school 
readiness scores for all prekindergarten programs for children entering kindergarten in the fall 
of 2006.  Thus, the program experienced more calls for accountability and an assessment of its 
effects from within and without. 

 
In this new context, where the scope of the work has contracted but its stakes have been 

raised, we believe paying special attention to several particular areas during the third year of 
implementation will help improve the quality of operation, align the work with the stated goals 
of ECCI, and increase the likelihood that ECCI will have beneficial impacts on the children and 
families it serves.  A primary need is to foster greater understanding and agreement among key 
participants—specifically parents, kindergarten teachers, and administrators—about the 
High/Scope curriculum and the way this curriculum can meet school readiness expectations.  
Common understandings of school readiness and appropriate curriculum can help to build 
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strong relationships between parents and school staff and make children’s transition to school a 
positive experience for both children and families.  In addition, the beliefs of administrators and 
kindergarten teachers are likely to influence the support provided to the prekindergarten 
program and staff.   

 
In practice, this may mean talking more frequently and more specifically about the issue 

of school readiness in existing ECCI forums (e.g., parent partnership meetings and school staff 
meetings) than in the past.  It also may mean searching for other ways and venues to talk about 
this issue.  In terms of communicating with other school staff, regular meetings between 
prekindergarten, kindergarten, and first grade teachers would provide opportunities for sharing 
of information and promote greater understanding of the curricular approaches in each of these 
grades and links between them.  With respect to communication with parents, prekindergarten 
teachers, for example, may want to emphasize the importance of social skills as preparation for 
kindergarten when they talk with parents even as they also explain how the curriculum links to 
gains in skills such as counting, learning the alphabet and other cognitive skills.  Teachers may 
also need additional assistance communicating with parents about how the High/Scope 
curriculum prepares their children for kindergarten. Parents who are recent immigrants, in 
particular, may need additional information not only about the preschool curriculum but also 
about the expectations schools have for their children when they enter kindergarten. 

 
Second, ECCI should continue to find ways to expand training for ELAs in the 

classroom, a need identified by several teachers.  The High/Scope curriculum expects 
teamwork in a classroom and places high levels of responsibility on all the teachers present, 
whatever their formal titles.  Third, some of the ECCI teaching staff were concerned about 
inconsistencies between the High/Scope PQA and the ECERS-R assessment tools, although 
trainers and resource teachers believe they are compatible.  These concerns seemed to stem, in 
part, from the division of resource teachers into a group that supports High/Scope 
implementation and an individual who supports compliance with the ECERS-R assessment, 
which confused teachers trying to meet the requirements of both monitoring processes.  A 
single resource teacher assigned to a classroom should each be able to provide good guidance 
on both ECERS and High/Scope PQA requirements.   

 
The second year of ECCI implementation was a critical period of change.  We expect 

the third year of ECCI to be a period of refinement, with a continuing emphasis on improving 
the quality of work.  We expect that budgetary and other pressures will continue to push ECCI 
to be as effective and efficient as possible.  In terms of the evaluability of ECCI, our 
assessment is based on the incomplete status of program implementation at the end of the 
second year (e.g., the parent volunteer component and the COR), the restructuring of the 
program, and plans to bring the program much closer to full implementation and high quality 
across all classrooms in the third year.  Although much progress was made in the second year, 
we recommend that the evaluation continue to focus on assessing implementation and fidelity 
to the High/Scope model.  An outcome study that showed weak benefits to ECCI participants at 
this point might reflect limitations and variability in program implementation, rather than a 
valid assessment of the potential of this model.   
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Thus, the evaluation of ECCI during the third year of implementation should 
concentrate on the ways in which key stakeholders understand and support school readiness 
and how children become ready for school.  Given the critical role of parents, we will pay 
special attention to the implementation and influences of efforts to involve parents as 
supporters, adopters, and beneficiaries of ECCI principles and practices.  Second, we will seek 
multiple data sources to indicate the progress of participating children in the program and its 
potential effects of the program.  These include using administrative data already being 
collected, the COR and other teacher records, and other classroom-based assessments that may 
be conducted. 
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