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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

Universal PreK: How Do Policymakers Make Meaning of Their Decision Making in 

Public Education Reform Policy?  

 

The purpose of this study was to seek a connection between policymakers’ 

epistemologies and their decision-making process as they relate to education reform, 

specifically universal prekindergarten for all 4-year olds.  This dissertation attempted to 

show a connection between specific experiences of policymakers and the relative 

selection of the policies they accepted as valid or necessary.  

Another purpose was to define what drives policymakers toward one policy 

decision over another.  Although not the specific research questions, the following 

information was sought: What compels policymakers to choose one policy over another?  

If policymakers are presented with a school-reform policy that challenges their beliefs, 

yet are shown it can have a positive impact, can they still choose it?   

The researcher attempted to investigate a possible connection between human 

capital theory, public choice theory, and triadic theory of power.  The qualitative 

approach known as case study methodology, more specifically a holistic multiple case 

study design, was employed (Yin, 2003).  Using this method, I determined that there is 

validity in the three theories as they relate to this research.  

Most marked was the connection to public choice theory.  Of the six participants 

interviewed, four matriculated from traditional public schools and two from 

nontraditional private schools.  The four public school attendees were heads of state 

departments of education that did not offer free, full-access universal prekindergarten. 
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The two who had attended private school were heads of state departments of education 

who did offer free, full-access prekindergarten to all 4-year olds regardless of need. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

In the parking lot of a local grocery store, I witnessed a heartbreaking incident.  

There was a woman, perhaps a mother, and a child who appeared to be 3 or 4 years of 

age.  The woman held the child by the wrist, swinging him off the ground.  While hitting 

him on his backside with her other hand, she screamed profanities.  From an outsider’s 

perspective, it seemed that something could be done that was not being done to rescue 

this toddler.  

Every child deserves to be in a place that is nurturing and supportive.  As a 

mother, I was disheartened at seeing this child being treated in such a harsh way; as a 

researcher, I saw an opportunity to investigate the care, nurturing, and education of young 

children.  This idea did not represent a judgment against the mother for spanking her 

child because my observation was limited only to the punishment; I was not making a 

moral judgment of the mother’s actions.  Perhaps this young child accidentally had 

picked up something off the ground and put it in his mouth.  For example, in an act of 

desperation and love, perhaps the adult figure was merely attempting to impart a life 

lesson.  Such a dramatic response might someday save the child’s life.  The only two 

people who honestly know the events that led to the infliction of this punishment are the 

child and the adult.  This event raises several questions about the effectiveness of 

teaching young children prior to their enrollment in kindergarten.  Perhaps children who 

are given early exposure to cognitively developing environments will be better prepared 

for kindergarten.  What can society expect this child to learn from his experience in the 

parking lot?  Upon reaching adolescence and adulthood, will this child respond 
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appropriately to future stressors?  Due to diversity in learning styles and readiness, there 

can be no silver-bullet solution for teaching all children character development, health, 

and well-being, as well as core academics such as reading, writing, and math, which 

comprise the foundation doctrine of the Head Start Program (Trans-Management Systems 

Corporation, 2000).   

In a society in which there are so many resources, members of society, both 

individually and collectively, should be able to stop situations such as the parking lot 

incident and intercede on behalf of all children.  The United States has the financial 

capital to help every child attain both the social and academic skills to be kindergarten 

ready.  Suppose this same child now enters a traditional kindergarten class with coping 

mechanisms that have been lessened for lack of experience and training.  This child, who 

otherwise may have no learning disabilities, may now become a distraction to other 

children.  He may become a discipline concern, being difficult and requiring more time 

for the teacher to handle than the time allotted by a traditional school schedule.  Suppose 

society was able to offer this child pretraining with all the tools necessary to be a 

prepared learner before placing him in this classroom.  Such an opportunity would have 

given him a better chance at a successful life than he had been given previously.   

According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children 

(NAEYC), a quality preschool program offers learning standards in five content areas: (a) 

development in all domains of human growth (including physical, cognitive, emotional, 

and social); (b) a curriculum that is shown to improve young children’s learning; (c) a 

sequence of skill building that is rational for young learners; (d) expectations that are age 

and development appropriate; and (e) “cultural, community, linguistic, and individual” 
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perspectives that are age appropriate (NAEYC, 2002, p. 2).  The connection between 

early childhood education and improvement in the life of the child in the parking lot lies 

in the notion that perhaps this child would be provided a scaffold for future development 

otherwise not provided in the home.  It is accepted that this may not have been a typical 

scenario for this child, although it is likely that it was.  The question remains: Without 

outside intervention, how well prepared will this child be to begin his education by the 

time he turns 5?  It was during my own personal reflective response to this experience 

that the idea of free preschool education for all children emerged as the research topic for 

my dissertation.   

In pursuit of the question of universal preschool, several sources became 

prominent.  One such report was published by the National Center on Education and the 

Economy (NCEE), which included many suggestions in the interest of revamping public 

education to aid America in competing in the world economy.  The authors considered 

specific economic factors such as (a) teacher compensation and benefits, (b) the 

investment of additional learning services for 3- and 4-year olds, (c) additional 

investments for any students not successful under the new system, (d) elimination of the 

need for remediation prior to entering a postsecondary institution, and (e) the 

reorganization of educational delivery (NCEE, 2007).  All of these factors pertain to 

offering universal prekindergarten (UPK) to at-risk 3-year olds and all 4-year olds as a 

means of changing public education to meet the growing demands of the global market 

(NCEE, 2007).  If the suggestions placed forth by the NCEE were adopted, the current 

dogma of educational delivery would become obsolete (NCEE, 2007).  Public education 

would be truly reformed.  
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According to the NCEE report, the motive for offering UPK was an attempt to 

have the typical American school-age range move from beginning kindergarten at age 5, 

and thus being graduated from high school at age 18, to a reformed model of beginning 

kindergarten at age 3 and thereby completing common school at age 16 (NCEE, 2007).  

The policy recommendation from the NCEE was to enroll graduated students in one of 

several options, following successful completion of high school.  Students could enter an 

“upper secondary academic program,” enter a “regional vocational school, community, or 

technical college,” or take “optional additional academics” (NCEE, 2007, p. 53).  In 

considering this structure, the NCEE identified the relevant economic factors as “capital 

costs, infrastructure costs, and direct service costs” (NCEE, 2007, p. 114).   

Elmore (2006) noted that the problem with education reform movements is that 

educators do not reevaluate the practice of teaching with honesty and intent to actually 

change anything.  He stated further that it was time to take reform seriously, time to put 

into place implementation tools that would be effective in both small town initiatives and 

large city overhauls.  Elmore made it clear that change must come from within an 

organization or governmental structure.  The NCEE did not want to change just anything 

about public education; the Center suggested changing everything (NCEE, 2007).  

According to prominent school reform historian, Diane Ravitch (2010), “the policies we 

are following today are unlikely to improve our schools.  Indeed, much of what 

policymakers now demand will very likely make schools less effective and may further 

degrade the intellectual capacity of our citizenry” (p. 224).  There seems to be consensus 

that not only do America’s schools need reforming, but also the current approach to 

reform will not do what is necessary for the success of the nation’s children.  
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Statement of Problem 

After reflecting upon the parking lot experience, I became intrigued by the lack of 

availability of quality, free preschool education for all children.  This parking lot 

experience occurred when my husband and I were looking for a school for our own 

daughter, who was 2 at the time.  In our search for a preschool, we found very little 

offered in terms of effective early childhood instruction such as, but not limited to, 

structured learning experiences throughout the day, play-centered learning with cognitive 

objectives, or learning exercises that incorporated many different learning styles.  At the 

time, my daughter was enrolled in three different institutions, each of which offered 

simple programs where she colored pictures most mornings and played on playgrounds or 

watched television most afternoons.  These were private programs that were not 

subsidized by state or federal dollars.  My husband and I were denied access to free 

programs because our child had no intellectual or physical disabilities (Barnett, Epstein, 

Friedman, Boyd, & Hustedt, 2008).  We were wait-listed in our local public school 

district because we did not qualify financially, as we were well above the current level of 

what was considered impoverished.  According to the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services (2010) Web site, the poverty level for a family of three was based upon 

an income of $18,310.  These criteria made it difficult for us to locate, and benefit from, a 

quality, convenient, and affordable preschool program.   

Lack of universal preschool education is an issue that can no longer be ignored.  

Families who so choose should have access to education whether their child is 3 or 13.  

As a nation the United States is falling behind in the global market due to lack of 

innovative thinkers in the work place (NCEE, 2007).  Economic circumstance may be the 
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factor that keeps families from seeking a better preschool experience for their children.  

Almost two decades ago, Donald Hernandez, former Chief of Marriage and Family 

Statistics Branch of the U. S. Bureau of the Census, stated, 

The family and economic circumstances in which children live have important 

implications for the development of early childhood programs.  By 1989, 

although about 12% of children lived in dual-earner families in which the parents 

worked different hours or days and could personally care for their children, about 

40% of preschoolers spent considerable time in the care of someone other than 

their parents while the parents worked.  If mothers’ labor force participation 

continues to rise, the demand for non-parental child care will rise. (Hernandez, 

1995, p. 154)  

 

Kirp (2007) outlined this problem in The Sandbox Investment: The Preschool 

Movement and Kids-First Politics.  The author illustrated that this was a problem many 

families like mine encountered in seeking a quality program to prepare children for their 

future in K-12 education.   

Kirp’s (2007) assertion was that quality preK programs are available to those who 

can afford them or to those who cannot, through Head Start and other state-funded 

initiatives.  He also posited, “What is new is that more and more middle-class families, 

who have had to fend for themselves, are insisting on good pre-kindergartens for their 

own children” (Kirp, 2007, p. 3).  In The Sandbox Investment, Kirp detailed many aspects 

of prekindergarten programs in America, from the efficacy of preschool programs 

including Head Start to the politics behind full funding for full-access programs.  

Detailing the history of the grassroots movement of advocacy for free universal 

prekindergarten, The Sandbox Investment was a user’s guide to the political landscape 

that articulated the problems facing families of every socioeconomic level.  Currently, 

there are few options regarding what to do with preschool-age children.  According to 

Kirp, the political will has stood as a barrier to offering free, full-access, quality 
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preschool to all who want it.  Kirp quoted researcher Arthur Reynolds: “Making 

preschool universal is important, but preschool must be good enough to make a 

difference” (as cited in Kirp, 2007, p. 43).  It is not simply that universally accessible 

preschool is an important option in true school reform; it is the quality of the program 

that matters.  

The efficacy of America’s public schools may be affecting the potential success 

of all children.  Consider a child that starts school unprepared to learn and not acclimated 

to the social order necessary in a traditional school setting.  This child may soon become 

a distraction.  As this child matriculates through the public education system, his or her 

inadequacy may compound and cause further delays in future academic success, 

aggravated by years of social promotion, academic failure, and discipline issues.  

Ultimately, society has a new adult who, if he had been given a better foundation for 

learning prior to beginning kindergarten, may have found it easier to navigate his 

academic inadequacies without any compounding discipline issues.  Writing specifically 

about Head Start, Currie and Thomas stated, many times, in their study Does Head Start 

Make a Difference? that the long-term gains for students are lower dropout rates and 

future increases in potential wages (Currie & Thomas, 1995).  

Society faces the problem that graduates who cannot compete competently in the 

global economy may not find viable futures beyond high school (NCEE, 2007).  Therein 

lies the connection between nursery school and high school.  There has been a worldwide 

debate regarding the appropriate time to begin formally educating a child.  One report 

from England stated, “Of all the countries in Europe, only Northern Ireland starts 

compulsory schooling at age four; five countries (a) Netherlands, (b) Malta, (c) England, 
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(d) Scotland, and (e) Wales, all begin at age five; nineteen countries begin at age six, and 

eight at age seven” (Clouder, 2001, p. 48).  In contrast, in the United States the age to 

begin teaching children differs from state to state.  Some states, such as Florida, Georgia, 

and New Jersey, begin free voluntary access to public education as early as age 4 (Barnett 

et al., 2008).   

One fact remains: The United States is still experiencing a too-large-to-ignore 

number of high school dropouts.  The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was 

reauthorized as The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, with a call to eradicate the high 

dropout rate.  Yet, according to the Institute for Educational Sciences Web site, in 2008 

the nation’s dropout rate was still at 8% (U.S. Department of Education Institute for 

Educational Sciences, 2010).  If the United States Postal Service had an 8% failure rate in 

getting a Social Security check to an elderly individual, society would not stand for it.  If 

dentists had an 8% chance of removing the wrong tooth, patients would abandon their 

practices (U.S. Department of Education Institute for Educational Sciences, 2010).  With 

the latest NCLB benchmark, which includes a requirement of 80% on-time graduation, 

public schools will be under further scrutiny.  According to a Virginia Department of 

Education policy brief, an on-time graduate is defined as any student who enters school 

as a ninth-grader and takes “no longer than four years” to earn a diploma (Virginia 

Department of Education Info, 2008, p. 2)   

Everyday parents send their children to schools where 8 of every 100 children can 

expect to fail and eventually drop out.  In terms of true educational reform, Hess (2008) 

asserted, “Whatever their merits, these measures share a crucial, unhappy condition: they 

start from a premise that leaves nearly all the aged machinery of education in place; we 
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seem to be afraid to tinker with its hard-wired assumptions” (p. 511).  What Hess was 

saying is that because policymakers are so set in their ways, it becomes difficult for them 

to elicit true reformation within public education.  For more than 100 years educators, 

policymakers, and the like have attempted reforming public education.  Usually with 

good intention, concepts such as “new pedagogical techniques, new ways of organizing 

classrooms, new technologies, new tests, new incentives, and new ways to govern 

schools” have been attempted (Ravitch, 2010, p. 224).  Yet, in a school structure that has 

remained relatively unchanged since the Satan Deluder Act of 1647, society has failed to 

actually fix what is broken.  

Buchanan (2005) wrote,  

[When using public policy to evoke change], it is better to examine the rules than 

to argue about different policies or to elect different representatives.  Well and 

good.  But those of us who have peddled this message have been too reluctant to 

get down and dirty with proposals for constitutional change.  Hence, I felt 

challenged by the editor’s invitation to propose three specific amendments. (p. 1) 

 

Information about preschool attendance as well as high school dropout rates has 

been presented here to illustrate that the current system is not working.  Eight children of 

every 100 who enter grade school will not be graduated from high school (U.S. 

Department of Education Institute for Educational Sciences, 2010).  Perhaps the link is 

school readiness.  Suppose those eight dropouts had been given the opportunity to begin 

school with the skills necessary to learn; suppose seven of those would be successful: The 

dropout rate would drop to 2%.  

Buchanan (2005) and Hess (2008) appeared to agree that change was being 

attempted at the wrong level.  Buchanan, an economist who completed his major research 

in the 1970s, was the developer of one of this study’s framework theories, public choice 
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theory (Olssen, Codd, & O’Neill, 2004).  According to this theory, it is not the politicians 

who need to change; it is the politicians’ assumptions that must be changed.  A paradigm 

shift is necessary to cause true evolution in any public policy.  Although Buchanan was 

speaking of public policy in general, Hess was speaking specifically of public education.  

Another author wrote, “Practitioners of education policy need to understand the 

differentiating political forces that exert influence upon the development of education 

policy with state legislatures” (Emerson, 2007, p. 15).  

Public school systems in certain states, such as Pine, Sequoia, and Sycamore 

(pseudonyms), have developed initiatives that address the needs of education at a 

monetary cost to the tax-paying stakeholders (Barnett et al., 2008).  Chamberlain and 

Plucker (2008) wrote, “In a June of 2006 report, the Education Commission of the States 

(ECS) identified 30 states with formal P-16 initiatives” (p. 473).  A P-16 initiative is a 

political policy proposition that allows for public schools to plan on a continuum from 

preschool through undergraduate school (Chamberlain & Plucker, 2008).  Given that 

60% of the states in the United States have opted for formal P-16 initiatives, this 

dissertation was designed to examine the issues that have led some policymakers to 

choose full-access UPK for the children of their respective states versus other 

policymakers who either have decided against full-access UPK altogether or have opted 

for a limited-access program for preschool children.   

Purpose of Research Questions 

Consideration of what school systems across the nation are doing to prepare 

children for a brighter future seems to indicate that universal, voluntary, or mandatory 

prekindergarten for 3- and 4-year olds is the most compelling movement.  For the 
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purposes of this dissertation, universal is defined as being available to all children 

regardless of socioeconomic status or demographics.  Voluntary is defined as being 

descriptive of any program for which attendance is the choice of the parent.  Mandatory 

is defined as being descriptive of any program for which attendance is the choice of the 

state.  Socioeconomic status refers to the income of the student’s family; a student’s 

demographics refer to his or her race, nationality, or minority status.  Codification is the 

act of systematically arranging an entity such as an organization.  For this study 

codification refers to organizing public education.  My review of the literature has 

suggested that the availability of preschool relates to any of the aforementioned 

categories.  For example, Florida’s system is referred to as voluntary prekindergarten 

(VPK) because the parent has the choice of sending the child to prekindergarten at no 

expense to the family.  Children of families who choose not to participate enter 

kindergarten at no penalty (Hampton, n.d.).   

In 2008, there were 30 states with P-16 initiatives (Chamberlain & Plucker, 

2008).  Whether driven by legislation or by other factors such as voter desire, states such 

as Florida, Texas, and Oregon have had programs in place from as early as 1994 

(Chamberlain & Plucker, 2008).  Chamberlain and Plucker further noted that other states, 

such as Massachusetts, have established advisory committees to research solutions to 

ongoing education reform needs.  Some states use independent collaborative efforts with 

stakeholders from business and community to investigate possible initiatives.  

Chamberlain and Plucker wrote, “Not surprisingly, in states where the P-16 initiative was 

created by executive order or formalized through legislation, the governor or the 

legislature tends to have more direct representation on or responsibility for the committee 
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and its efforts” (p. 474).  In other words, in states such as Illinois, where the governor 

drives the process (Kirp, 2007), the governor has a more direct role in the policy: The 

office of the governor controls The P-16 program.  Therefore, as policy analysts debate 

the issue of universal preschool education, one question that may arise is whether or not 

state legislatures are qualified to make the best decision for the future of public education 

reform (Chamberlain & Plucker, 2008).   

The purpose of this study was to seek answers about how three specific theories 

related to decision making are related to UPK policy formation and implementation.  

Some states have adopted UPK as a reform tool in education; other states have chosen 

different paths.  Ultimately, I wished to synthesize the study findings into a singular 

theory that explains the divergence in the decision-making process in state governance as 

it pertains to free, full-access UPK.  The theories in question are the public choice theory, 

the human capital theory, and the triadic theory of power.  It is from these three theories 

and processes that a conceptual framework was developed.  

This investigation represented an attempt to discover if there is a connection 

between policymakers’ personal educative experiences and cultural biases and the reform 

policies they choose for their states.  The data regarding the policymakers’ biases and 

educative experiences were analyzed, and an attempt was made to establish trends and 

patterns across various demographic factors and political affiliations.  I compared 

responses from representatives, including current or past secretaries of education, state 

superintendents, and state school board directors of five purposefully selected states with 

free, universal prekindergarten programs; these programs are defined as those that 

educate children prior to their starting traditional K-5 kindergarten.  Using The State of 
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Preschool 2008 data presented by the National Institute for Early Education Research, 

and later The State of Preschool 2010, I purposefully selected five states based on state 

spending per enrolled child: Beech, Pine, Sycamore, Elm, and Maple.  Further, 

requirements for access to the program were identified; these requirements ranged from 

open access for all children to programs having specific criteria for admission such as 

socioeconomic standards or disability standards.  Each of the selected states spent 

between $3,001 and $3,999 per enrolled child and accepted all children regardless of 

ability or socioeconomic status.  In an effort to provide an accurate baseline, five other 

states, Willow, Oak, Poplar, Birch, and Sequoia were selected for comparison.  Willow 

and Oak offered no program of education prior to the start of K-5 enrollment.  The other 

three states had made some effort to offer full-access preK to all 3- and 4-year olds but 

had decided against it for specific reasons, which are explained in this document.  An 

attempt was made to purposefully select these states based on similar demographics and 

state budgets for education.  Cross-case comparisons were made between states that offer 

such programs and those that have not implemented these programs.  Several research 

questions were addressed: 

1. How do policymakers’ biases impact their decisions in crafting early public 

education initiatives? 

2. Do policymakers perceive their decisions regarding public education to be in 

the best interest of the general public? 

3. What political events have distinguished the decision-making process of those 

states that have P-12 initiatives from those jurisdictions that have not 

implemented such policies? 
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As a matter of comparison, The State of Preschool 2010 data also were 

considered.  The National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) compiled data 

2 years after the original report, thereby offering a way of validating how well the 

programs in the respective states are working based on prior and current rankings within 

the NIEER benchmarked guidelines.  Of these benchmarks, “pre-k resources per child 

enrolled by state” helped determine overall rank (Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett, Epstein, 

Carolan, Fitzgerald, Ackerman, & Friedman, 2010).  From 2008 until 2010 the range of 

spending per state from the states specific to this study increased from between $3,000 

and $3,999 to between $3,100 and $8,500 (Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010).  

Statement of Potential Significance 

Political. Challenging conventional wisdom is difficult when one considers 

governance by public choice theory (PCT).  Public education is ingrained in American 

society (Hess, 2008).  PCT suggests that it would be difficult to make decisions outside 

personal interest.  Buchanan posited that, when considering new policy, politicians 

should consider the economic ramifications of their decisions (as cited in Olssen et al., 

2004).  This study provides substantive evidence for policymakers to challenge current 

dogma pertaining to early childhood educational reform and to offer a sound premise 

upon which policies can be devised.  In addition to those policymakers that were invested 

in this research, other prospective beneficiaries include students, parents, primary and 

secondary educators, and leaders within other areas of the American workforce, such as 

labor union officials, small business owners, and corporate executives. 

Profession and practice.  This research was poised to change the way 

policymakers choose to make policy.  Research yielding findings that support Buchanan 
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(1975, 1998, 2005), as well as Becker (1975), McFarland (1987), and Psacharopoulos 

(1993), could provide a better understanding of why copious reforms in education do not 

provide better than 8% dropout rates across the country (U.S. Department of Education 

Institute of Educational Sciences, 2010).  The significance in practice lies in the fact that 

this research stands to change the practice of decision making among heads of state 

departments of education and perhaps other places in the public sector as well. 

This research serves to change policymaking in that it could change the way 

individuals with this responsibility see their role. It has been argued that the reason 

public-sector decision makers operate differently is because their bottom line is not 

concretely defined.  Who are their stakeholders?  To whom do they answer?  If 

policymakers were asked these questions, the answers most likely would vary from one 

policymaker to another.  This research perhaps provides a foundation that will allow 

government to clearly define its bottom line and be able to make private-sector-like 

decisions in the face of varying stakeholders and interest groups. Such decisions could 

better serve the masses.   

Personal.  As the mother of three, I believe there is much at stake in what this 

research may provide.  If it can be shown that there is a better way of filtering policy, my 

children will have a better chance to be a part of a fully reformed, better functioning 

public school system.  Earlier research is clear: Starting a formative educative experience 

as early as age 3 provides significant advancement and lifelong success (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2005; Currie & Thomas, 1995; Gormley & Gayer, 2005; Psacharopoulos & 

Woodhall, 1985).  If policymakers need a reason to make the decisions, this research may 

provide it. 
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Theoretical Foundation 

One purpose for the research questions was to define factors that drive 

policymakers toward one policy decision over another.  What compels policymakers to 

choose one policy rather than other possible solutions to a public issue?  If policymakers 

are presented with a school-reform policy that challenges their personal comfort and bias 

yet are shown it can have a positive impact on public education, can they still choose it?  

The framework of this study was meant to provide insight into public policymaking and 

the influences that bring policymakers to their decisions. 

The public choice theory states that private industry policymakers can make 

decisions beyond personal gain because of allegiance to financial stakeholders and long-

term profit (Olssen et al., 2004).  Buchanan (1998) of the George Mason University 

Center for Study of Public Choice wrote, 

“Choice” is the act of selecting from among alternatives.  “Public” refers to 

people.  But people do not choose.  Individuals make choices, and these may be 

“private” or “public.”  A person makes private choices as he goes about the 

ordinary business of living.  He makes “public choices” when he selects among 

alternatives for others as well as for himself.  Such choices become the objects of 

inquiry in Public Choice. (p. 1) 

 

Public policymakers are making choices on the citizens’ behalf.  The choice that 

the public has lies in which policymaker is elected or appointed, not in the actual 

policymaking.  Once in office, there is nothing that requires a politician to adhere to the 

needs of the public.  There is no external, driving force that commits policymakers to 

what is best for their constituents.  In considering PCT, one can conclude that whatever 

forces drive policymakers may be intrinsic in nature and therefore biased toward their 

own beliefs and values (Olssen et al., 2004).  
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A second theory of possible explanation for policymaking is that of human capital 

theory (HCT).  The work of Nobel laureate economist Gary S. Becker with HCT is well 

respected.  He examined economics as it pertained to several aspects of human behavior.  

In Becker’s HCT, he suggested that humans have skill sets and knowledge that are 

entangled in the ability to perform work, so as to promote them as being of value 

(Becker, 1975).  Although Becker did find positive correlations between education and 

lifelong wages, Psacharopoulos dedicated his time to investigating return for investment 

in education as it related to the production of a nation (Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 

1985).   

Both human choice theorists, Becker (1975) and Psacharopoulos (Psacharopoulos 

& Woodhall, 1985), made claims about the theory’s relation to education.  Becker 

concentrated his research on college and high school education.  Psacharopoulos (1993), 

while still engaged in HCT, conducted research specifically related to education at every 

level, including early childhood education; the researcher began considering the 

intersection of education and economics in the 1960s research on education’s return as a 

public investment.  Regarding the relationship of HCT to the investigation of early 

educational reform decision making, Olaniyan and Okemakinde (2008) wrote,  

Education is an economic good because it is not easily obtainable and thus needs 

to be apportioned.  Economists regard education as both consumer and capital 

goods because it offers utility to a consumer and also serves as an input into the 

production of other goods and services. (p. 157) 

 

Olaniyan and Okemakinde (2008) suggested that for education to be worth the 

investment, it must provide skills training that will be profitable both to the student and 

the economy.  The researchers claimed that an educated population is one that produces 

results.   
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According to Olaniyan and Okemakinde (2008), the alternative claim suggests 

that without a sound educational system, a population’s production rate will wane.  

Among HCT researchers, Psacharopoulos (1993) based much of his study specifically on 

HTC as it relates to education’s “return on investment.”  In an article published in 1993, 

Psacharopoulos stated that there is a correlation between the quantity and quality of an 

educational experience and lifetime earnings.  Becker (1975) suggested that a limitation 

to this type of research is that it does not account for ability but rather lays blanket claims 

about the amount of money spent on training and the resulting productivity of the 

population that is trained.  

While conducting research for the World Bank, Psacharopoulos (1993) was 

assigned the task of focusing his primary research on Latin American nations as related to 

the rest of the world; the researcher compared the nations’ gross domestic products 

(GDPs), their levels of public education, and government involvement therein.  He 

concluded that the best method for creating a productive society is to educate everyone in 

that society.  Specifically, Psacharopoulos concluded that preschool remains the best 

investment as well as the priority in developing nations.  Psacharopoulos’s work on HCT 

served as part of the theoretical framework for this study.  Although it was Becker (1975) 

who was generally associated with HCT, Psacharopoulos examined the theory from the 

narrower spectrum of education, including early childhood, and has continued to publish 

updates to the data since the early 1960s.  

Review of PCT and HCT revealed an important perspective to be considered in 

this quest.  Knowing how economics relates to education was a foundation needed to 

answer the research questions of this study, but it was necessary to consider the process 
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of decision making on its own merit.  The decision-making process has been slightly 

more difficult to attribute to a single author.  I presumed that policymakers use a specific 

method to filter the proposed policies that are selected against those that are denied.  

After an exhaustive search, I discovered no published research that specifically stated 

exactly how policy decisions are crafted and implemented.  Herein lies a gap in the 

literature.  Nevertheless, Andrew S. McFarland (1987), a professor of political science at 

the University of California at Berkeley, wrote an article entitled Interest Groups and 

Theories of Power in America, in which he discussed ways in which political process can 

be organized.  Most notable was the triadic theory of power.   

In regard to the topic of this study, McFarland (1987) made statements about how 

power and special interests drive politicians and policymakers to the conclusion of one 

proposed policy over another.  McFarland’s work was used to filter the decision-making 

processes of the 10 key actors.  McFarland set forth 18 propositions in the triadic theory 

of power; of those 18, 5 were deemed pertinent to this investigation.   

Proposition One stated, “Power Triads occur frequently” (McFarland, 1987, p. 

142).  Within the explanation, McFarland stated that power triads may exist but may not 

be organized enough to be observed.  With regard to Proposition Two, McFarland wrote 

about countervailing power, power that has an equal opposing force.  Countervailing 

power occurs when there is more than one set of interest groups with economic concerns 

(McFarland, 1987).  Proposition Three fits well within Buchanan’s public choice theory 

(PCT).  McFarland wrote, “Professional value systems substantially affect agency policy 

if [a countervailing power is present] and thus [provide agency autonomy]” (McFarland, 

1987, p. 142).  He explained that in some administrations there is no organized interest 
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group, observed or otherwise.  According to McFarland, when there is no countervailing 

power, the governing agency or policymakers are free to preside over policy as they 

deem necessary.  These propositions support the theoretical framework in that they 

provide validity to the claim associated with PCT.  Based on McFarland’s assertion, 

Emerson (2007) posited that when there is a Democratic administration in power the 

special interest groups that tend to have more voice are those with liberal themes.  If a 

Republican administration is in power, more conservative special interest groups have 

more influence on the decisions of policymakers (Emerson, 2007).  Nevertheless, unless 

otherwise yielding to the power of another, public-sector decision makers act on their 

own bias and self-interest (Olssen et al., 2004).   

The purpose of this study was to seek a connection between the biases of 

policymakers’ epistemologies and their decision-making process through triangulation of 

the PCT, the HCT, and the triadic theory of power as they relate to the principles of 

public education reform, specifically the codification of universal preK for all 4-year 

olds.  This dissertation showed a connection between specific experiences and biases of 

policymakers and the relative selection of the policies they accept as valid or necessary.   

Summary of Methodology 

This investigation involved a multiple cross-case study analysis with 10 units of 

analysis.  Telephone, Web-cam, or face-to-face semistructured interviews were 

conducted at the participants’ convenience.  According to the protocol, 10 specific 

questions were asked, as well as ancillary questions that arose from the provided answers.  

Limitations to this research design included the accessibility and availability of the 

participants.  Within the confines of the protocol, it was assumed that the answers given 
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were accurate.  Limitations also include the level of power held by the policymakers 

within their respective states.  Beech, Maple, Elm, Pine, and Sycamore (pseudonyms) 

provided free and universal access to preschool for all 4-year olds.  Birch, Sequoia, and 

Poplar (pseudonyms) provided limited access to free and universal preschool through 

programs that typically mimicked Head Start (Barnett et al., 2008).  In 2008, Willow and 

Oak (pseudonyms) had no further programs beyond what federal dollars provided; they 

offered the Head Start Program with no further funding from the state (Barnett et al., 

2008).  By 2010, both Willow and Oak had implemented limited access preschool for 4-

year olds (Barnett et al., 2010). 

Definition of Key Terms 

For the purpose of this study several terms are defined.  

1. Universal prekindergarten is defined as preschool provided to any 4-year old 

without guideline or stipulation; it is free and voluntary.  

2. Early childhood education is defined as a formal education program provided 

to children prior to age 5, traditionally referred to as preschool.  

3. A dropout is defined as a person who does not receive a high school diploma 

through the traditional school process.  

4. A global market is defined as the marketplace of business and industry 

worldwide and includes all industries that employ human capital.  

5. A global economy is defined as an economy marked especially by free trade, 

free flow of capital, and the tapping of cheaper foreign labor markets.  

6. A public education is defined as an education provided by and paid for in full 

by local, state, and federal governments.  
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7. A politician is defined as a person whose job responsibilities include making 

policy decisions about public entities.  Further, a politician receives his or her 

position through a public election process or is appointed by one who has 

earned his or her position in such a manner.  

8. The public is defined as citizens of a locality, municipality, region, or state 

within the United States.  

9. The definition of a policymaker is similar to that of a politician, with one 

marked difference: A policymaker can be appointed to the position either by a 

politician or other public official or can be elected directly by the public.  
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Chapter 2: Critical Literature Review 

Overview 

To gain understanding of the general concept of universal prekindergarten, a 

thorough search of the literature was conducted.  Due to the well-researched nature of 

prekindergarten itself, several types of media were referenced.  These included peer-

reviewed journal articles, policy briefs, books, state and federal Web sites, publications 

from research think tanks, and dissertations.  Although the dissertations reviewed in this 

document were not in peer-reviewed media, they had scholarly merit.  The objective, in 

reviewing such a variety of media, was to attempt to ensure that the search of the 

literature was exhaustive and did reveal a gap, thereby suggesting a scholarly and 

relevant topic of study.    

Several sources were enlisted in exploring this topic, such as library searches to 

locate books.  Internet data bases, which included JSTOR Education and Economics, 

ProQuest, Google Scholar, Google Books, ERIC. GOV, ERIC, the World Bank e-

Library, and Dissertations and Theses Online, also were used to complete an exhaustive 

search of the literature.  To ensure that all possible sources were found, many keywords 

and their derivations were utilized including the following examples: UPK, Pre K, Prek, 

Pre-k, prekindergarten, pre-kindergarten, public choice theory, PCT, human capital 

theory, HCT, triadic theory of power, age structure, preschool, early childhood, early 

childhood education, Becker, McFarland, Psacharopoulos, early childhood curriculum, 

early childhood curriculum design, education(al) policy, brain research, decision making, 

and decision-making process.  Through this search emerged the names of several 

prominent authors within this topic, as well as two gaps in information.  I decided to 
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pursue information about one of these gaps: the process of public policy decision making 

within the field of education.   

As the research included an emphasis on education and training as a basis for 

improved value in human capital, the human capital theory was chosen as part of the 

theoretical framework.  Accompanying HCT in the framework scaffold of this 

dissertation is public choice theory as it is the basis for the predictions in this study.  

Because there is very little scholarly research about how decisions are made in the public 

sector, McFarland’s (1987) triadic theory of power was also included in the framework to 

provide structure to the research questions.     

Theoretical Framework 

In reviewing the large framework of information through which to study true 

educational reform, I examined a neoliberal perspective of institutional restructuring.  

The conceptual frame through which this study was conducted lies within the public 

choice theory (PCT), a component of neoliberalism, which was developed by James 

Buchanan and was used to study the application of private sector economic theories to 

public sector institutions (Olssen et al., 2004).  PCT indicates that politicians cannot 

choose public policies in the best interest of the public because of interference from prior 

loyalties and bureaucracy.  Politicians continue to try to improve upon a school system 

they already know; this generally means voting for policies that tend to place a bandage 

on public education rather than a policy that could truly reform the current system 

(Olssen et al., 2004).  As applied to this study, PCT indicated that the results would 

indicate trends in the reasons that policymakers choose particular policies over others.  

This study’s findings relate to PCT in that it was predicted that they would show that 
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policymakers tend to make decisions based on personal beliefs and biases, as well as 

personal best interests.  As the researcher, I took the position that this study would show 

that the bias of policymakers determines their policy decisions.  Acceptance of this 

inference provides a research-based rationale for a rubric for public policy decisions that 

includes a filter to remove biases of policymakers from the decision equation.  

Considering a country’s position in the global market requires scrutiny of the 

system of education that the country provides its citizens.  The dedication of citizens to 

their education can be seen as an indicator of success for a country in the world economy.  

Proponents of PCT have “advocated the application of economic theories to public sector 

institutions,” as it “represents the application of economic models and theories to politics 

on the assumption that economic behavior describes the true state of human nature and 

thus is applicable to all aspects of life” (Olssen et al., 2004, p. 153).  This neoliberal 

perspective has been discussed by Olssen et al. since the 1970s and has been restructured 

to include conversations about how public sector institutions affect performance in a 

country’s economy.  As noted by Olssen et al., this perspective is one that “emphasizes 

individual desires and wants” (p. 180).  A person who subscribes to this perspective is 

described as “dominated by economic motive” and “competitive and self-interested” 

(Olssen et al., 2004, p. 180).   

From the neoliberal perspective, education is viewed as a commodity that is 

traded for money or goods.  According to Olssen et al. (2004), “the skills acquired in 

education will reflect the nature of the   market” (p. 181).  In other words, an education 

worth acquiring is one that is worth trading in the market place for wages or status 

(Olssen et al., 2004).  Relating the neoliberal framework to public choice and human 
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capital theories, Olssen et al. (2004) stated, “The state actively constructs the market.  Far 

from existing within a protected and limited space, market relations now extend to cover 

all forms of voluntary behavior amongst individuals” (p. 172).  This notion outlines the 

conceptual frame of neoliberalism and provides the theoretical perspective of human 

capital and public choice theories in relation to the overarching theme.   

Human capital theory states that the skill set of a person may define his or her 

worth in the market place (Becker, 1975).  More specifically, there is a connection 

between the amount of education or training that an individual receives and the 

marketability of that individual, according to World Bank researchers Psacharopoulos 

and Woodhall (1985).   PCT theorists posited the idea that a central government always 

has the best interest of its constituents in mind when making fiscal decisions; however, 

this concept has not been universally endorsed.  Referring to this concept as a myth, 

Olssen et al. (2004) suggested that bureaucrats cannot make selfless decisions in the 

public interest without serving their own interest in some capacity.  It is from this 

framework that ideas about a quality public education system are being challenged within 

this dissertation.  Can politicians make informed, credible decisions about public 

education reform while still maintaining a constituency?   PCT suggests this may not be 

possible (Olssen et al., 2004).   

As it would be difficult to overhaul the entire system of public education in 

America through the implementation of a single policy, I chose to focus study on the 

reform of early childhood education (ECE).  ECE has been a topic of considerable debate 

among politicians since the 1980s (Kirp, 2007).  Many states have initiated ECE 

programs that are offered to all children, not just those that are economically 
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disadvantaged (Gormley, 2005).  In 2002, Florida voters overruled their state legislature 

and placed on the ballot a bill that offered free, voluntary universal preschool to 4-year 

olds.  This bill, placed on the ballot by petition, passed by a 20% margin (Hampton, n.d.).  

In the 2005-2006 school year, parents were able to choose whether or not to allow their 

children to begin public school.  The long-term success has not yet been determined, but 

the public was still in support of the program after 3 years, as evidenced by the continued 

funding and enrollment increase of 47% of 4-year olds in 2005 and 61% in 2008 (Barnett 

et al., 2008; Hampton, n.d.).   

Universal overhaul of ECE would require policymakers to consider policies 

different from those that simply repair the broken system.  It is the premise of PCT that 

policymakers are unable to make decisions that deviate from their biases (Olssen et al., 

2004).  PCT relates to how policymakers, within their positions, make decisions that 

affect the masses (Olssen et al., 2004).  This theory addresses only part of my overlying 

concern in this research.  Within the frame of this dissertation there also must be 

discussion about the masses that are being affected.  Theory exists that supports the 

educational return on investment as reflected in two specific researchers’ works.  The 

first is Gary S. Becker, a well-known economist who published in scholarly journals his 

findings about human equity and human skill as qualities upon which to capitalize; he 

later published a book about his theory on human beings as a capital investment.  Capital 

investments are those on which money is spent.  Until Becker’s (1975) research was 

published, employers and company owners rarely viewed humans as a means of capital 

gain; most were uncomfortable with the phrase “human capital” because of its 

connotation of humans as assets rather than people (Becker, 1975).  Becker freely 



 

28 

 

admitted that the major limitation of his research was that it did not account for the 

disparity between the innate abilities of a human and his or her capacity to learn new 

skills.  In other words, some people learn better or more than others based on intelligence 

and prior skill sets (Becker, 1975).  Among the conclusions of his research, Becker noted 

that there are some individuals who generate higher rates of return on the investment in 

their skills because aside from what is invested on their behalf they invest more in 

themselves.  In other words, some employees utilize their own capital to invest in 

themselves, which in turn provides a greater return on investment to the employer.  

Becker stated, “Abler persons tend to invest more than others; the distribution of earning 

would be very unequal and skewed even if ability were symmetrically and not too 

unequally distributed” (pp. 231-232).  For example, if a person chooses to attend graduate 

school or gain outside training or knowledge in his or her preferred field and one of equal 

ability does not make the same choice, the one with more training will earn more 

personal income, produce more products for the employer, or both.  Becker also 

concluded that some investments yield no earnings to the human at all.  Instead, he 

postulated that the firm for which the person works realizes extra returns on investment.  

To naysayers of human capital theory Becker retorted,  

One might, nevertheless, get discouraged were it not for the fact that peoples of 

the world differ enormously in productivity, that these differences are in turn 

largely related to environmental factors, and that the latter are in turn related to 

the accumulation of knowledge and the maintenance of health.  The concept of 

investment in human capital simply organizes and stresses these basic truths. (p. 

251) 

 

Psacharopoulos (1985) used principles from Becker’s theory as the basis of his 

own research agenda.  Conducting scholarly studies for the World Bank, Psacharopoulos 

was commissioned to show an economic return on investments in education by 
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correlating a nation’s gross domestic product with that nation’s public education 

expenditures.  Psacharopoulos’s work differed from Becker’s work as he expanded his 

focus to include all levels of education from early childhood through college 

(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002).  Becker’s (1975) work focused on high school, 

college, and on-the-job training.  Influenced by Becker’s work, Psacharopoulos began his 

research in trying to show the correlation between investment in public education and a 

country’s productivity.  Ultimately, Psacharopoulos wanted to show that there was a 

method by which to use governmental resources efficiently, including developing an 

appropriate strategy with which to appropriate them (Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985).  

With regard to the use of educational investment as a means to measure the successful 

productivity of a nation, Psacharopoulos and Woodhall wrote, “The basic economic 

problem all governments face is how to allocate scarce resources between competing 

ends” (Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985, p. 14).  Buchanan might suggest this as the 

reason that public policymakers default to personal choice rather than public choice (as 

cited in Olssen et al., 2004).  With regard to the topic of this study, Psacharopoulos and 

Patrinos claimed that early childhood and primary education impact lifelong rates of 

return.  Psacharopoulos showed that, no matter how the data are filtered—by gender, 

country, continent, or per-capita income, primary education has a greater rate of return on 

investment than any other education level, public or private.  

The connection between PCT and HCT lies in the struggle within governments 

regarding how to spend their resources.  Buchanan’s PCT represents a suggestion for 

how, and on which policies, decisions are made to spend resources.  Becker’s theory as 

articulated by Psacharopoulos, suggests that early childhood (or primary) education has 
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the greatest return on investment in terms of national productivity (Becker, 1975; Olssen 

et al., 2004; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002).   

Policy considerations are a necessary job function for politicians and 

policymakers appointed by politicians.  The research pertaining to decision-making 

theory has not identified specific methods utilized by public policymakers to make 

decisions.  In seeking to ascertain a source to provide scholarly information pertaining to 

decision-making processes, I noted two prominent authors.  Paul C. Nutt (1993), a noted 

author of articles on organizational decision making, stated, “The formulation practices 

of organizational decision makers were found to have qualitative differences in procedure 

and quantitative differences in their success” (p. 246).  He concluded that having the 

objective of simply identifying the problem is not a good scenario within which 

organizations should operate.  Instead, Nutt drew conclusions after conducting interviews 

and performing a case study analysis.  His participants included individuals who were 

“intimately involved in the details of each decision” (Nutt, 1993, p. 231).  After the 

interview process, Nutt and his research team collected cases for study from across the 

United States and Canada (Nutt, 1993).  The observed cases included chief executive 

officers, chief operating officers, and chief financial officers.  Nutt concluded that having 

outlined objective outcomes and working toward those objectives is the most effective 

process through which to make a decision.  In a subsequent article published in 2005, 

Nutt made the distinction between public sector decision makers and private sector 

decision makers.   

From his research, Nutt (2005) posited that public policymakers tend to network 

better, act when risk is perceived as low, and be less apt to make decisions using analysis 
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and speculation because those practices are viewed as risky.  Nutt used the Myers-Briggs 

Type Indicator (MBTI) as an indicative link to the decision-making process.  Two 

methodologies were ruled out when designing Nutt’s research.  A laboratory study was 

not conducted for lack of external validity.  Random sampling was deemed not probable 

because “there was no way to ensure that selected organizations will participate” (Nutt, 

2005, p. 299).  A simulation was the chosen method of study; the researcher wrote,  

A budgeting decision was selected for the simulation because managers in public 

and private sector organizations periodically consider budget proposals from 

operating units that have strategic importance.  Participants were asked to play the 

role of chief executive officer, making budgeting decisions for several operating 

units. (Nutt, 2005, p. 299) 

 

From this design, Nutt (2005) concluded that private-sector policymakers are 

more inclined to use such practices and act on their outcomes, less inclined to rely on 

network sources as a means of information gathering, and more willing to make 

controversial decisions; they do not tend to view their choices as risky, even though they 

may be.  Nutt’s research was cited because of the dichotomy used to illustrate public-

sector versus private-sector decision makers.   

With regard to Nutt’s (2005) work and specifically related to this dissertation, the 

research of McFarland (1987) was reviewed because of his work to discover the process 

used by public policymakers to make decisions.  His conclusion encompassed a model 

known as the triadic theory of power (McFarland, 1987).  In McFarland’s words, “the 

triadic model assumes the normality of policy systems of organized economic producers 

being challenged by the countervailing power of organized interests while state agencies 

act autonomously” (McFarland, 1987, p. 129).  Rooted in the concept of the pluralist 

theory of power, McFarland suggested that the closer to the policymaker’s core values an 
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interest group is, the more influence that interest group will have over the policymaker.  

In other words, a Democratic representative tends to be more influenced by an interest 

group with liberal views whereas a Republican representative is more likely to be 

influenced by an interest group with conservative views (Emerson, 2007; McFarland, 

1987).  Coupling Nutt’s conclusions with McFarland’s suggests that public policymakers 

make decisions that do not cause controversy and that remain close to their own core 

values regardless of potential outcomes (McFarland, 1987; Nutt, 2005).   

Historical Perspective on Educating Young Children 

The history of universal preK is long, having begun as early as 1834 in France, 

followed by several other European countries (K12 Academics, n.d.).  As Europeans 

made the move from their native nations to America, the idea of educating young 

children also emerged in the United States (K12 Academics, n.d.).  As America became 

more mature as a nation, “long standing permissive language in state school statutes 

provided the legal basis for pre-kindergarten programs in Pennsylvania since 1891 and 

New Jersey since 1902” (Morado, 1989, p. 35).  Pennsylvania, however, did not provide 

any governmental aid in educating those children (Mitchell, 2001).  From the late 1800s, 

Wisconsin had allowed 4-year-old children to attend kindergarten and individual 

localities to request state aid to educate them; New Jersey followed suit in 1903 

(Mitchell, 2001).  New Jersey may have been forced into providing such a program, 

having been sued by parents of ill-prepared children, who were seeking a better education 

for their children.  As a result, other states, including Georgia, Florida, and Illinois, edged 

willingly toward the European model of early childhood education, recognizing the 
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wealth of information that outlined the inherent benefits of educating children as early as 

3 years of age (“PreK in Play,” 2007).   

Much of the history of universal preK in the United States begins with the 

proposal of the Head Start Program.  President Lyndon B. Johnson introduced in 1965 the 

original initiative that eventually evolved into what is known today as Head Start.  

Johnson wanted to enhance the educational experience of low-income children through a 

spinoff of the Economic Opportunities Act of 1964 (“About the Office of Head Start,” 

n.d.).  Since the onset of Head Start, many states have written their own programs to 

supplement what the federal government has appropriated for Head Start.  Georgia was 

the first to begin a state-driven program in 1995, offering their preschool program to all 

who wished to attend.  Georgia lawmakers have dedicated the state’s lottery funds to the 

payment of the program (K12 Academics, n.d.).  Since Georgia’s ground-breaking 

legislation, 37 other states have adopted similar programs.  As a result, by 2005 

enrollment in preK classrooms across the nation had reached 700,000 children, and 

spending was in excess of $2.5 billion above what the federal government had provided 

(Gormley, Gayer, Phillips, & Dawson, 2005).   

Although the primary focus of many states’ programs has been the service of 

economically disadvantaged children, “six states have established programs that might be 

described as universal in reality or aspiration: Florida, Georgia, Massachusetts, New 

York, Oklahoma, and West Virginia” (Gormley et al., 2005).  The following information 

about those six states expands on the statement by Gormley et al.  Florida’s program is 

voluntary but allows 4-year olds to attend preschool for free (Barnett et al., 2008).  

Georgia’s program, called Georgia PreK, was the first voluntary preschool program in the 
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nation; it has been offered since 1995 (Barnett et al., 2008).  The Massachusetts program, 

Preschool Direct, was established in 2006 (Barnett et al., 2008).  New York’s initiative, 

New York Universal Prekindergarten, was established in 1998.  Oklahoma’s Early 

Childhood Four-Year Old Program was piloted in 1990 and by 1998 was fully state 

funded.  By 2003 the program ranked first in the nation, according to the National 

Institute for Early Education Research (Barnett et al., 2008).  Beginning in 1993, West 

Virginia began offering programs similar to Head Start.  By the year 2000, legislation 

was passed that allowed expanded access to all 4-year olds (Barnett et al., 2008).  In 

considering the various cited literary sources for this historical perspective it became 

clear that political influence had a great impact on whether or not states adopted early 

childhood education programs.  Further, politics played a part in the process of bringing 

Head Start to fruition.  Therefore, it was necessary to consider the implications of politics 

in this literature review.  

Political Implications 

Although many states have become involved in the education of preschool-age 

children, there seems to be no trend in partisanship, as governors of both major political 

parties are backing preschool legislation.  As of 2007, 41% of Republican governors (n = 

21) and 68% of Democratic governors (n = 28) had made requests for general funding 

(“Kaine Takes Important Pre-K Steps,” 2007).  Of the governors requesting increased 

funding in existing programs, 55% were Republican.  An equal number of the governors 

did not request change in funding, and 75% of the governors requesting a decrease in 

funding were Republican (Children Now, 2005).  
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Had former Virginia Governor Timothy Kaine accomplished his goal of achieving 

universal access to preschool for all 4-year olds while in office, as noted on his Web page 

(“Start Strong Initiative,” n.d.), the Commonwealth would have joined the movement 

geared toward offering children a brighter future.  The roadblock he reached 

fundamentally lay in the realm of finance.  In multiple newspaper articles and press 

releases published since former Governor Kaine’s announcement on August 15, 2007, it 

has been well documented that he did not seek full funding for his Start Strong Initiative, 

due to an expected lack of support from the Republican-controlled House of Delegates, 

but instead sought a lesser amount and planned to seek the full amount at a later time 

though the opportunity did not arise (Craig, 2007;  Jeter, 2007; Nuckols, 2007).  

In fact, when asked for her opinion on the primary political issue facing this 

initiative, Kathy Glazer, from the office of former Virginia Secretary of Education Tom 

Morris, responded, “Primarily, [the primary political issue facing this initiative is] the 

political landscape of a preschool initiative led by a Democratic governor working with a 

conservative legislature” (K. Glazer, personal communication, August 8, 2007).  

Politicians and policymakers controlled the funding that would make Start Strong a 

reality for all children.  In Virginia, besides the House of Delegates and governor, there 

were many key players and stakeholders considered in the discussion of free and 

universal access to preschool.  When the office of Secretary Morris was asked to identify 

the key players and stakeholders in Governor Kaine’s initiative, Glazer offered the 

following:  

Key constituents in the preschool discussion include the Governor, who is the 

strongest, most influential, and visible proponent; the other service providers 

including the Department of Education (since the existing four-year-old state 

funded preschool program is delivered through this agency), Head Start (federally 
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funded preschool program), and private providers (since Former Governor 

Kaine’s vision for preschool included both public and private providers and 

settings in a diverse delivery approach).  Of course, the legislature is a key player 

in the process, as well as parents who certainly have a stake in the outcome of the 

policy discussions.  Opposition may come from conservatives who may question 

the worthiness of state funds allocated for this purpose or who may reject the idea 

of government intrusion on family responsibility. (K. Glazer, personal 

communication, August 8, 2007) 

 

Other stakeholders to be considered in this debate include elementary school 

teachers whose curricula may change as a result of better prepared students’ entering 

kindergarten, current preschool teachers who may be required to seek further certification 

to deliver curricula set forth by the program, and all of the children who will be affected 

by the change in policy. 

Existing Programs 

National – Head Start.  “Head Start is a federal matching grant program that 

aims to improve the learning skills, social skills, and health status of poor children so that 

they can begin schooling on an equal footing with their more advantaged peers” (Currie 

& Thomas, 1995, p. 341).  Since 1964, Head Start has enjoyed bipartisan support, 

receiving fund increases from Presidents George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton.  

According to a 1995 study by Currie and Thomas, 622,000 participants were being 

served annually, representing only 28% of eligible 3- to 5-year olds.  The annual cost in 

1995 was approximately $2.2 billion or roughly $3,500 per child (Currie & Thomas, 

1995).  Since Currie and Thomas published their findings, the most current data  

available indicated that Head Start had over one million participants and spent an average 

of $7,326 per child (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2007).  In an effort 

to generalize their study, Currie and Thomas used data originally published by two 

commissions, the National Longitudinal Study of Youth (NLSY) and the National 
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Longitudinal Survey’s Child-Mother (NLSCM) file.  The data collected for a longitudinal 

study by Currie and Thomas beginning in 1979 were published in 1990 (Currie & 

Thomas, 1995).  The researchers examined several aspects of the data.   

The first study was conducted over 11 years and surveyed 6,283 women annually 

for the duration of the study.  In those years the women produced more than 8,500 

children (Currie & Thomas, 1995).  The second study was conducted over 3 years and 

surveyed the children each year for the duration (Currie & Thomas, 1995).  Four 

variables in the study included the Picture Peabody Vocabulary Test (PPVT) scores, 

grade retention, whether or not the child had received a measles vaccination, and height-

for-age comparison, which is an indication of appropriate nutrition (Currie & Thomas, 

1995).  The latter two were used to determine overall health of a child in an attempt to 

eliminate medical issues as a variable (Currie & Thomas, 1995).  Currie and Thomas 

focused their reporting on two pairs of measures.   

First, Currie and Thomas compared scores from the PPVT with whether or not the 

child progressed through school without repeating a grade.  Findings indicated that the 

gap between White and non-White children closed by more than 15 percentile points (N = 

3,477; White children n = 2,319; African American children n = 1,158), leading the 

researchers to assert, “Hence our results suggest that Head Start closes over one-third of 

the gap between children attending the program and their more advantaged peers” (Currie 

& Thomas, 1995, p. 359).  The latter pair of measures related to a child’s overall health.  

Based upon the former criterion, Currie and Thomas asserted that they could predict a 

child’s future earnings based upon his or her success in the Head Start Program as well as 

success at grades three and five.  They concluded, “While there is some evidence that test 



 

38 

 

scores predict future schooling and labor-market outcomes, the relationship is certainly 

not one-to-one” (Currie & Thomas, 1995, p. 346).   

In using these data, Currie and Thomas (1995) sought to reexamine the impact of 

Head Start on school performance, cognitive attainment, preventative medical care, and 

health and nutritional status.  The authors admitted that the study was in no way 

randomized but accounted for validity based on the nonrandom selective process of 

admittance into Head Start.  Further, they distinguished between children who had had 

Head Start experience (n = 639) with their siblings who, through some family 

circumstance, had not had the same opportunity (n = 1,107).  In doing this, Currie and 

Thomas asserted that they could have viable comparisons between children with 

preschool experience and those without, keeping socioeconomic status and other 

extraneous variables as controlled as possible.  Although there were limitations such as 

not being able to randomly assign treatments, this study offered a unique insight into 

Head Start-type initiatives not offered by other studies.   

As of 2004, Head Start had evolved from a 6-week summer program with a 

budget of $96 million to a 9-month, school-year program with a budget of $6.7 billion, 

increasing the number of participants to more than 905,000.  Included in that number 

were fewer than 62,000 infants and toddlers in the Early Head Start Program (Savage-

Vass, 2007).  According to Dr. Edward Zigler, one of the original framers of the Head 

Start Initiative set forth by President Johnson, this program was intended to “help kids 

avoid poverty later in their own lives by making them more ready for school” (as cited in 

Perkins-Gough, 2007, p. 9).  In an interview conducted by Perkins-Gough, Zigler was 

asked several questions about the efficacy of Head Start.  The following are samples of 
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the questions Perkins-Gough asked Zigler: “What did you and others who designed Head 

Start in 1965 envision as its purpose?” (Perkins-Gough, 2007, p. 9); “You support the 

idea of providing universal preschool, as opposed to just making targeted programs 

available to more disadvantaged kids.  Why?” (p. 11); and “What can we say for sure, on 

the basis of the research, about the effects of Head Start?” (p. 10).   

The Head Start Impact Study, a research project described as a large, rigorous, 

random assignment experiment, concluded that children who were in high-quality 

programs were less likely to become delinquent later on (Puma, Bell, Cooke, Heid, & 

Lopez, 2005).  The study looked at pre and postreading skills, literacy, as reported by the 

parents, and early math skills.  Although the children still presented with lower skills than 

the average performance of “all U.S. children” (Puma et al., 2005, p. xi), the study 

showed that the gap was closed by nearly half.  The Woodcock-Johnson III Letter-Word 

Identification Test was the test upon which this conclusion was based.  Samples from 23 

states were collected and contained “84 randomly selected Head Start grantees/delegate 

agencies, 383 randomly selected Head Start centers, and a total of 4,667 newly entering 

children, including 2,559 in the 3-year-old group and 2,108 in the 4-year-old group” 

(Puma et al. 2005, p. v).  There was no statistically significant difference between the 

non-Head Start groups and those children that were randomly assigned to Head Start.  It 

was this information that led the authors to conclude that the initial randomization was of 

the high integrity needed to provide validity to their research (Puma et al., 2005).  The 

fact that the study used random sampling led to the validity of the research allowing it to 

be applied more generally to the whole population (Puma et al., 2005).   
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Another study, conducted by Whitney (2005), concluded that those who attended 

Head Start’s Early Start Program scored significantly higher on the nationally recognized 

PALS test than those who did not attend such a program.  The research was limited to 

two specific cohorts of students.  Although selection for one treatment over the other, 

attendance in Early Start or not, was not random, it was not chosen by the researcher.  

Student data were collected from two cohorts of 25 students each (Whitney, 2005).  Half 

of the students attended Early Start in a particular school district prior to beginning 

kindergarten and remained in that district through third-grade PALS testing.  The other 

half did not attend Early Start yet were still attending school in the district through third-

grade PALS testing, as well (Whitney, 2005).  The conclusions of the aforementioned 

studies suggest the necessity for prekindergarten learning experiences for all children 

whose parents opt for such. 

States with full and free-access prekindergarten for all 4-year olds.  Savage-

Vass (2007) concluded that program quality was the main concern in considering state-

funded programs versus Head Start.  There is a variance in services offered in early 

childhood programs across the nation.  Programs that are state funded have a better 

infrastructure than those managed by Head Start (Savage-Vass, 2007).  

The following section is a discussion of the specific states under study that have 

programs in place for all 4-year olds regardless of bias or stipulation.  The section 

outlines the particular programs offered by states and identifies the population of children 

being served by each program.   

Beech Strong Beginnings.  In 2007, the Governor of Beech put together a task 

force to research and report on the possibility of expanding the state’s prekindergarten 
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program.  Since 1980, Beech already had provided a free prekindergarten program to 

economically disadvantaged children (Barnett et al., 2008).  As of 2002, 25% of all 4-

year olds (n = 27,719) were served by this program.  Based on the recommendations of 

the task force, Beech sought to extend prekindergarten into a free, full-access program.  

Most recommendations from the task force were implemented; as of the publication of 

the 2007 report, Beech was still seeking ways to fully fund the program (Barnett et al., 

2008).  In an effort to fulfill the recommendation of the task force, Delegate Bob Smith 

(pseudonym) introduced new legislation.  Beech House Bill XXXX, enacted into law on 

July 1, 2008, declared that all children of active duty military members and the children 

of veterans wounded or deceased while on active duty were granted access to the 

program without reservation (Strong Beginnings Education Act, 2008).   

As of 2008, Beech ranked in the middle among the 38 states that offered any sort 

of prekindergarten program.  Roughly 37% of the state’s 4-year olds were served by 

some state or locally funded program (Barnett et al., 2008).  HB XXXX called for an 

increase in funding of more than $5.7 million in the fiscal year (FY) 2009 and cited an 

anticipation of federal funding to become available in the FY 2010 (Strong Beginnings 

Education Act, 2008).  

In 2010, Beech dropped two rankings in states offering prekindergarten programs 

(Barnett et al., 2010).  This change was brought about by the entry of two new states to 

the list: Willow and Oak exceeded Beech in dollars per child; prior to 2010 neither had 

programs (Barnett et al., 2010).  Although moved farther from the top of the list, Beech 

still increased their spending to $4,116 per child.  The percent of the population of 

children served did decrease from 37% to 35% (Barnett et al., 2010).  In addition to the 
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Strong Beginnings program, Beech also supplemented the Head Start program with an 

extra $1.8 million.  This supplement allowed an additional 2,232 children, ages 3-5, to be 

served by Head Start and receive extended-day and extended-year benefits (Barnett et al., 

2010).  

Maple Beginning to Blossom.  Maple referred to its program as Maple Beginning 

to Blossom; it was focused on center-based learning and relied on both public and private 

institutions to provide services to all 4-year olds.  Private institutions providing services 

included a variety of organizations including “community and municipal child care 

centers, Head Start programs, universities, a Bureau of Indian Affairs school, and family 

child care homes” (Barnett et al., 2008).  Although there was no specific individual 

family income or other requirements, the students who attended these programs were 

required to live in the vicinity of a Title I-zoned school district.  Funding for the program 

was provided on a competitive basis, with priority offered to school districts that had a 

high percentage of students failing to meet the minimum requirements set forth by No 

Child Left Behind benchmarks (Barnett et al., 2008).  

Maple also had a state-funded program for children from birth through 3 years of 

age.  Called the Child Development Program, this initiative included the following 

services: “family support services, home visits, and preschool education programs to at-

risk children from birth to age 3 who [did] not qualify for other eligibility-based 

programs” (Barnett et al., 2008).   

In 2 years Maple improved their ranking from 28
th

 to 27
th

 in spending (Barnett et 

al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010).  The researchers noted that because of budgetary 

constraints and a strained economy, “however, Maple Beginning to Blossom [would] 
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unlikely be able to offer new additional programs in the 2010-2011 school year as no 

additional funds were provided” (Barnett et al., 2010, p. 100) 

Elm Free Access PreK Universal.  The State of Elm has been offering its citizens 

prekindergarten opportunities since 1966.  Elm began its history of prekindergarten 

programs with the Experimental Prekindergarten Program (EPK), which evolved into the 

Targeted Prekindergarten Program (TPK); the programs were half-day, state-funded 

programs but did not offer full access (Barnett et al., 2008).  It was not until 1997 that 

Elm became one of the first states to offer universal prekindergarten.  As of 2001, more 

than 90,000 children had gone through the program (Barnett et al., 2008).  Lekies, 

Heitzman, and Cochran (2001) wrote, “The response to the program by the implementing 

school districts has been overwhelmingly positive, particularly in preparing children for 

school, fostering enthusiasm for learning, and promoting positive family-school 

relations” (p. 10).  In 2006, Elm’s Free Access PreK was offered to localities as a full-

access program with full state funding (Barnett et al., 2008).  

By 2010, 45% of the 4-year old population in Elm was being served; this 

percentage represented an increase of 2% from 2008 (Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 

2010).  Another change that occurred, as reported in the 2010 state yearbook, was that all 

preschool teachers participating in nonpublic educational settings were required to have a 

bachelor’s degree in a field related to early childhood education.  Also, effective January 

2011, the Board of Regents instituted learning standards for the preschool program 

(Barnett et al., 2010).  The intention of these standards was to align the preschool 

learning requirements with K-12 requirements (Barnett et al., 2010).    
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Pine First for Success.  Beginning in 1998, the State of Pine offered free, full-

access prekindergarten on a voluntary basis.  Becoming only the second state in the union 

to enact this policy, Pine has remained at the forefront of early childhood education 

(Barnett et al., 2008).  William T. Gormley, Professor of Government and Public Policy 

at Georgetown University and prominent researcher of preschool programs, wrote, with a 

coauthor, about Pine’s program: “Pine’s First for Success program offers tangible 

benefits to young children in [city], especially low-income and minority children” 

(Gormley & Gayer, 2005, p. 552).  Acknowledging the difficulty of executing a true 

experimental design in education, Gormley and his research team adjusted the study by 

controlling as many extraneous variables as possible.  With regard to limitations, the 

authors wrote, “Unfortunately, the vast majority of research on this important issue has 

fallen short of scientific standards for drawing causal inferences” (Gormley et al., 2005, 

p. 875).  Gormley (2005) credited the success of Pine’s universal preschool program to 

“availability (publically funded pre-K in almost every community), affordability (free), 

quality (well-educated teachers, low child/staff ratios), and parental choice (voluntary)” 

(p. 53).  Most recently, Pine established a program called Pilot Early Childhood Program 

that served at-risk children from birth through age 3.  As of the 2007-2008 school year, 

219 infants and toddlers were being served (Barnett et al., 2008).  An expert in 

governmental public policy, Gormley was a prominent proponent for preschool 

initiatives.  One concern was that most state preschool initiatives were focused on 

educating 4-year olds, whereas the evidence collected in a study of Pine’s school 

readiness program showed that even younger children stand to benefit from a preschool 

program (Gormley, 2005).  
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In 2010, Pine moved up one in the rankings from 17
th

 to 16
th

.  This was difficult 

to do with the addition of Willow and Oak to the list.  Although Pine did not increase the 

percentage of the population being served, it did increase spending per student by $368 

(Barnett et al., 2010).   

Sycamore Start Now Preschool Program.  Despite lack of funding for 27 years—

from 1957 to 1984, the State of Sycamore has been offering prekindergarten for 4-year 

olds since 1873.  Sycamore included education for all 4-year olds as part of the state’s 

constitution (Barnett et al., 2008).  The Sycamore State Constitution declares,  

District schools; tuition; sectarian instruction; released time.  SECTION 3. [As 

amended April 1972] The legislature shall provide by law for the establishment of 

district schools, which shall be as nearly uniform as practicable; and such schools 

shall be free and without charge for tuition to all children between the ages of 4 

and 20 years; and no sectarian instruction shall be allowed therein; but the 

legislature by law may, for the purpose of religious instruction outside the district 

schools, authorize the release of students during regular school hours. [1969 J. R.  

37, 1971 J.R. 28, vote April 1972]. (Sycamore State Constitution, Article XI, § 3) 

 

As of 2008, Sycamore localities could operate their programs either through the 

public school system or by contracting with Head Start or other public or private 

organization (Barnett et al., 2008).  Unlike other states, Sycamore has offered a separate 

state program for 3- and 4-year olds with disabilities or those of low-socioeconomic 

status (Barnett et al., 2008).   

New in 2010 was the addition of the Governor’s Advisory Council on Early 

Education.  This council was funded within the Head Start Reauthorization Act and 

functioned to “raise awareness about preschool education and encourage agencies to 

work together” (Barnett et al., 2010, p. 144).  Another improvement from 2008 to 2010 

was a 4% increase in the population served as well as a $108 increase in actual dollars 

(Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010).  
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States with partial or no access to prekindergarten.  The following section 

presents discussion of the specific states under study that have no preschool programs in 

place other than that subsidized by the federal government or programs with entry 

stipulations or biases.  This section also outlines reasons for these states’ not offering 

such programs, as noted in the literature. 

Willow – Achievement for All.  According to the National Institute for Early 

Education research (NIEER) report, The State of Preschool 2008 (Barnett et al., 2008), 

Willow had no program at that time and no immediate plans to offer a program.  Willow 

supported and supplemented federal Head Start but had no state initiative in place to 

expand the current offerings.  The money that was offered by the state, $6,077,200, in 

support of Head Start, generally was spent on staff development and some school 

readiness activities (Barnett et al., 2008).  In the projected 2009-2010 state budget, an 

additional $800,000 was allotted for Head Start as well as $2 million to begin a pilot 

program for preschool-age children (Barnett et al., 2008).  

In 2010, that budgetary allotment in Willow became a reality.  Only 2% of the 4-

year old population were being served during the pilot year.  The requirement to be 

accepted into the program was that the served children’s families be between 100% and 

130% of the federal poverty level.  The state was willing to fund as much at 35% of the 

population once the pilot showed the program to be effective.  According to Barnett et al. 

(2010), “using the data from the 2009-2010 school year, which was the first year of 

operation, the program [was to] be evaluated for both process quality and program 

impact/child outcomes” (p. 30). 
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Sequoia – Closing the Gap.  Despite many efforts by the government of Sequoia, 

as of 2008, this state had yet to finalize a program that provided full and free access to 4-

year olds.  Sequoia had been fighting since 1985 for such a program to allow all 3- and 4-

year olds to attend free public prekindergarten.  At that time a program was initiated to 

allow free access to at-risk children, as characterized by a family’s status, with a policy 

similar to guidelines set forth by Head Start (Barnett et al., 2008).  Separate state-funded 

block grants were available for local municipalities allowing them to enhance their public 

kindergarten programs.  Some cities offered parenting classes and other incentives 

designed to encourage families to bring their children into the program (Barnett et al., 

2008).   

As noted by Kirp (2007), Sequoia was the first state in the nation to make the 

pledge to bring prekindergarten to all 4-year olds within a “few years” (p. 17).  

According to Kirp, “[The governor] had been dubbed a ‘hero’ by Pre-K Now, an 

organization that promotes universal prekindergarten nationwide, because he had made 

this issue a priority” (p. 17).  Kirp summed up the former governor’s position by stating 

that it was an issue of civil rights: [The governor] believed that prekindergarten provided 

more of an even playing field for low-income children in public education.  To date, 

Sequoia was still seeking to provide free and full access to prekindergarten but had yet to 

have the funding to do so.  In 2006, the state government increased funding to more than 

$26 million dollars for the 2007-2008 school year and hoped to be fully funded by 2012.  

Based upon the rate of growth, Barnett et al. (2008) predicted that more than 6,500 new 

slots had been made available since the 2006 increase in funds.  In considering the 
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planned rate of growth, it was predicted that more than 190,000 students would be served 

by the 2012-2013 school year, with no limitation on enrollment (Barnett et al., 2008).   

As predicted in the 2008 report, Sequoia’s program did have an increase in 

population from 29% to 31% in 2010; however, there was a decrease in amount of money 

spent per child.  This change accounted for the drop of four slots in the ranking from 24
th

 

in 2008 to 28
th

 in 2010.  As of the 2010 report the state government still had plans to fully 

fund Closing the Gap by 2012 (Barnett et al., 2010). 

Birch Preschool Plus.  As of 2008, the Commonwealth of Birch had no plans to 

offer a free, fully accessible prekindergarten program to its citizens.  Birch Preschool 

Plus was geared toward serving children deemed socioeconomically at risk, defined as 

being in a family at or below 150% of the federal poverty level, or being identified with 

some other developmental delay or disability (Barnett et al., 2008).  The program, which 

provided services similar to those of Head Start, had a biennial budget of just over $23 

million.  The state provided funding for children with disabilities whereas municipalities 

provided funding and tuition assistance to students who failed to meet those criteria 

(Barnett et al., 2008).  The teacher preparedness program was rigorous and involved a 

comprehensive application process through which attempts were made to acquire high-

quality teachers (Barnett et al., 2008).  

During the 2007-2008 school year, Birch was awarded a grant from Pre-K Now’s 

Pritchard Committee to allow free and full access to preschool for families at levels up to 

200% of the federal poverty level (FPL).  To participate, school districts were required to 

establish public or private partnerships and to maintain a high-quality preschool 

education program (Barnett et al., 2008).  
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New in the 2010 report was the commission of the Task Force on Early 

Childhood Development and Education.  Initiated in February 2009, the role of the task 

force was to seek ways to “increase collaboration among child care providers, define 

school readiness, and raise quality in early learning settings” (Barnett et al., 2010, p.  64).  

Also instituted since the 2008 report was the P2R program evaluation tool used as a 

means of observing and documenting classroom practices and interviewing teachers, 

administrators, and parents.  This program was funded through the 2010-2011 school 

year (Barnett et al., 2010).      

Oak – Oak Fresh Start.  As of 2007, Oak had no state-funded preschool 

programs meeting the criteria of the NIEER.  Attempts had been made in the past but 

usually succumbed to budget constraints.  One such program, Comprehensive Child Care 

Services Program (CCCSP), was set up in 2001 to provide all-encompassing child care 

service to 3- and 4-year olds but was to be fully cancelled by the fiscal year 2009 in an 

attempt to close state budget deficits (Barnett et al., 2008).  

In the fall of 2009, Oak was able to reinstitute a limited access program for 4-year 

olds to attend a Title I elementary school.  During the 2009-2010 school year, the 

program was offered only at seven sites to 126 children, approximately 1% of the total 

population (Barnett et al., 2010).  The teachers held bachelor’s degrees or better as a 

requirement to teach in the program and were given special training and technical support 

in early childhood learning practices offered by the Oak Department of Education 

(Barnett et al., 2010).   

Poplar Universal Preschool.  Poplar’s preexisting program, the Poplar original 

prekindergarten program, was replaced by a program called Universal Preschool.  
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Considering that the Universal Preschool program was introduced under the former 

governor of Poplar, whose term was from 2006 to 2009, there has been little research 

regarding this program’s long-term success.  After being elected in 2005, the former 

governor had planned to provide free, universal access to quality preschool for all 4-year 

olds and at-risk 3-year olds (“[Governor] Takes Important Pre-K Steps,” 2007; 

“Governor Launches Universal Preschool,” 2007).  On August 16, 2007, he delivered the 

plan in a press conference.  Although the governor expected full funding for preschool 

for all 4-year olds, the actual plan evolved into expanded funding for the existing 

preschool program (Jeter, 2007; Nuckols, 2007).   

The condition of the Poplar preschool initiative changed minimally from 2008 to 

2010, with the exception of a funding increase.  In 2008 Poplar was spending $3,703 per 

child; that amount increased to $4,221 in 2010.  With the funding increase came a slight 

increase in the percentage of the population being served, from 13% in 2008 to 14% in 

2010 (Barnett et al., 2010).  

Social Implications 

There are many social implications stemming from the need for quality, full-

access prekindergarten.  Hernandez (1995) wrote, 

Today, as global economic competition becomes an increasing concern the United 

States is in the midst of a second childcare revolution, affecting children under 

age six whose parent or parents work.  From this perspective, one can see child 

care as valuable or essential to society at large. (p. 158) 
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Improved learning capabilities. Gormley has published many studies and 

articles on a variety of aspects pertaining to early childhood education and universal 

preschool.  In one such article, he stated,  

Beyond the brain research, scholarly studies showed that pre-K programs actually 

work.  Often attention focused on truly superior early-intervention programs, such 

as the Perry School Project or the Abecedarian Project, which yielded dramatic 

long-term gains but which were not directly comparable to garden-variety pre-K 

programs.  Later, scholars studied state-funded pre-K programs and found they 

produced less dramatic but nevertheless substantial cognitive improvements. 

(Gormley, 2005, pp. 48-49) 

 

There is information that outlines the inherent benefits of educating children as 

early as 3 years of age (“PreK in Play,” 2007).  Gormley and associates conducted a 

study using a quasi-experimental regression-discontinuity design to measure the effect of 

universal preschool on kindergarten readiness.  Gormley et al. (2005) chose this design 

model as it “reduces the threat of selection bias” measuring “the overall effects of 

exposure to pre-K for children of varying race, ethnicity, and income and for children in 

full-day and half-day programs” (¶ 5).  This research compared Woodcock-Johnson 

Achievement Test scores for entering preschoolers (n = 1,567) to scores for entering 

kindergarteners (n = 3,727) to achieve a baseline metric.  Then, 1 year later, the rising 

preschoolers were retested, using another Woodcock-Johnson Test (Gormley et al., 

2005).   

The researchers assumed biases in test administration because the students’ 

teachers were the test administrators.  Another implicit bias was in the selection process 

(Gormley et al., 2005).  Researchers assumed that certain families were more likely than 

other families to select a preK program and that these same families [would] have 

“unobservable characteristics” that influence test scores (Gormley et al., 2005, p. 7).  
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Gormley’s research team asserted “that a universal pre-K program financed by state 

government and implemented by the public schools can improve pre-reading, pre-writing, 

and pre-numeracy skills for a diverse cross section of young children” (Gormley et al., 

2005, p. 19).  Gormley (2005) also indicated in other published findings that children 

from a diverse array of ethnicities were demonstrating success; children who traditionally 

do poorly on standardized tests, such as Hispanics and African Americans, were 

experiencing the greatest gains.   

Limitations of the study were to be expected knowing that it was conducted in a 

public school setting.  Although the study lacked random assignment or selection, 

extraneous variables were controlled as much as possible.  These variables included 

socioeconomic status, race, and other uncontrollable demographics.  Further treatments 

were considered comparable in that children with no preschool experience entering 

kindergarten were compared to those having 1 year of preschool prior to entrance into 

kindergarten.  Likewise, 4-year olds were compared to 5-year olds.  In conclusion, 

Gormley (2005) stated, “The program works” (p. 52).  

Bodrova and Leong (2005) presented similar conclusions based upon their study 

of learning strategies for the whole child.  They concluded that children, ages 3 and 4, 

who attended preschool programs (n unavailable) entered public school able to “learn on 

demand,” a concept which was described by the authors as a child’s being able to 

“expend mental effort to learn information just because a teacher tells them to learn it” 

(Bodrova & Leong, 2005, p. 45).  Their conclusion was derived from observation of 

children (n unavailable) at the preschool and kindergarten levels.  They posited that 

preschool-age children primarily conduct reactive thinking—responding to expected 
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stimuli such as stories they have already heard, games they have already played, and 

problems they have already solved—which requires no thought process (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2005).  They found that children with preschool experience were able to have 

proactive responses to stimuli; for example, if a child had heard a particular story in the 

past, he or she was able to articulate the ideas and plot of the story, representing a 

response to expected stimuli that requires prethought and planned action (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2005).  This skill is important for preschool-age children to learn because it better 

equips them to handle lessons presented to them in kindergarten.  Children who enter 

kindergarten with no preschool experience are less able to handle such learning 

experiences and are subsequently less apt to succeed (Bodrova & Leong, 2005).   

To provide further validity to this claim, Bodrova and Leong (2005) described 

and analyzed the data from a 1965 study conducted by Zaporozhets.  Zaporozhets was a 

developmental psychologist conducting research in Moscow in the 1960s.  His primary 

focus of study was the cognitive development of children from birth to 7 years of age 

(Bodrova & Leong, 2005).  He believed that a child is born with analyzing skills and that 

these skills become more developed as the child learns tasks that require problem solving 

(Bodrova & Leong, 2005).  In his study, which was reevaluated by Bodrova and Leong, 

Zaporozhets measured the brain waves of two groups of children (n unavailable) during 

the reading of Little Red Riding Hood.  A baseline recording of an electroencephalogram 

(EEG) was made for each member of the test groups: preschooled kindergarteners and 

nonpreschooled kindergarteners.  Each group experienced anxiety during the part of the 

story in which the wolf was about to attack the lead character, as referenced by the EEG 

response.  In contrast, when the story was read to each group for a second time, the 
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preschooled kindergarteners showed signs of anxiety earlier than the nonpreschooled 

kindergarteners as measured by the EEG data (Bodrova & Leong, 2005).  It was 

hypothesized that because the preschooled children had been taught to think through 

situations and ideas, they were able to anticipate future actions (Bodrova & Leong, 2005).  

Long-term improved achievement.  In a research article published by the 

American Economic Review, Currie and Thomas (1995) deduced not only that Head Start 

does work but also that it is imperative that young children attend such programs to close 

future achievement gaps.  The researchers stated in their conclusion,   

Hence, our results suggest that Head Start closes over one-third of the gap 

between children attending the program and their more advantaged peers.  

Moreover, contrary to many previous studies, we find that this beneficial effect 

persists at least into adolescence among white children. (Currie and Thomas, 

1995, p. 359) 

  

In further conclusions, Currie and Thomas (1995) affirmed that children who 

attended the Head Start Program were 16% less likely to repeat a grade when compared 

to children that had no formal educative experiences prior to kindergarten.  The research 

team also asserted that children who receive Cs and Ds in first grade are twice as likely to 

drop out of high school as their counterparts who receive As and Bs.  Using this 

information, the researchers continued to make assumptions, based on data gathered 

during the course of their study, about lifetime earning potential of students: “[There is a] 

wage gain of an additional year of high school [of] eight percent… most children drop 

out in the 11
th

 grade. . .we find enrolling a white child in Head Start could increase 

his/her expected future wage by four percent” (Currie & Thomas, 1995, Conclusion, para. 

3).   
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Several years after Currie and Thomas (1995) conducted their initial research, a 

2007 report from the National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE) stated, 

“Study after study has shown that high quality early childhood education can make a very 

large difference in the ability of students to succeed in elementary school, where the basis 

for all other success is laid” (p. 37).  Currie and Thomas asserted that children who do 

better at the lower grades are more likely to stay in school and ultimately become more 

productive adults; this phenomenon should decrease their future reliance on 

governmental assistance (Currie & Thomas, 1995).  Following the consideration of social 

implications, current programs, and funding, the issue of personnel is addressed.  

Personnel Needs 

Certification–Licensure requirements.  Reflection on the quality of the current 

pool of early childhood educators was necessary with regard to changing the current 

school structure.  There will be a need to hire highly qualified educators to fill positions 

created by a transformation in the existing structure, which calls for licensed professional 

educators to teach children ages 3 to 4 years.  According to the Virginia Department of 

Education Web site, teachers who teach in publicly funded prekindergarten programs 

must be licensed with an endorsement in early or primary education, preK-3, or 

elementary education preK-6.  To receive this endorsement a qualified candidate must (a) 

“be at least18 years of age,” (b) pay appropriate fees, (c) have earned a baccalaureate 

degree from an accredited institution of higher learning, (d) “possess good moral 

character”, and (e) “obtain passing scores on a reading instructional assessment 

prescribed by the Board of Education” (Virginia Department of Education, 2007, pp. 8-

9).   
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In a press release on July 25, 2006, then Governor of Poplar stated that between 

the Universal Preschool and federally funded Head Start programs, more than 31,000 4-

year olds were being served in prekindergarten school programs.  He reported that even 

more were being served by private programs (Redacted, 2006).  Although there are 

credentials required to teach prekindergarten to 4-year olds in publicly funded initiatives, 

according to guidelines from the Poplar Department of Education, there is no licensure 

requirement to teach children younger than 4 years of age (Poplar Department of 

Education, 2007).   

Saluja, Early, and Clifford (2002) conducted a survey of more than 1,900 

preschool teachers nationwide and found that, despite the lack of a requirement for 

licensure, preschool teachers did have higher education degrees.  Data were collected 

through questionnaires sent to 4,979 directors of early childhood centers in a stratified 

random sample.  The directors were randomly sampled from a commercially available 

list of 85,715 programs that had been purchased from a marketing firm (Saluja et al., 

2002).  Of the questionnaires distributed, 2,031 were returned, representing a response 

rate of 43% (Saluja et al., 2002).  Of the 2,031 returned, 1,971 were completed; the 

remaining 60 included documentation stating that the recipients were either no longer in 

business or no longer serving 3- and 4-year olds (Saluja et al., 2002).  Once the 

questionnaires were sorted according to who answered the questions, the resulting return 

rate was 40% (n = 1,971).   

The researchers found that 91% of the preschool educators (n = 1,730) had some 

education beyond high school, 49.9% (n = 949) had bachelor’s degrees, 14.7% (n = 280) 

held associate’s degrees, and 26.8% (n = 510) had vocational training or some college 
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(Saluja et al., 2002).  The percentages were higher when distinctions were made between 

for-profit and not-for-profit programs.  In not-for-profit programs such as public school 

or Head Start (N = 313), it was found that 87% (n = 273) held bachelor’s degrees, 8.9% 

(n = 29) had associate’s degrees, and 4% (n = 13) had vocational training or some college 

(Saluja et al., 2002).  The study’s authors suggested that publicly funded, not-for-profit 

institutions have funding to provide better salaries and benefits to attract a highly trained 

workforce.  Recruitment and retention become easier when there are funds to support 

hiring requirements (Saluja et al., 2002).  The researchers concluded, “We are lacking an 

ongoing systemic method of collecting information on early childhood programs” (Saluja 

et al., 2002, p. 12).  The major limitation to this study was that the average age and 

education level were higher than expected; further, the turnover rate was lower than the 

national average (Saluja et al., 2002).  These factors limited the generalizability of the 

study because, as the authors suggested, this sample might not have been “wholly 

representative of the national early childhood workforce” (Saluja et al., 2002, p. 14). 

Lack of generalizability, however, does not affect the importance of this study with 

regard to the current research.  

Early childhood teacher retention.  Saluja et al. (2002) commented that one of 

the research team’s concerns about early childhood education was that there was a 

propensity toward teacher turnover.  The Saluja survey demonstrated that the tendency 

increased with for-profit centers (n = 412) compared to not-for-profit centers (n = 1442) 

(Saluja et al., 2000).  Teachers working with Head Start and other public school-based 

programs represented the least likely demographic to turn over (Saluja et al., 2002).   
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In a dissertation designed to isolate why early childhood educators may be more 

likely to leave the job than teachers of other age levels, Garza (2001) cited organizational 

structure as a primary cause for preK teacher alienation.  Garza employed a two-phase 

research process that included both a quantitative survey and a qualitative observatory 

protocol.  The Dean Alienation Survey was used to elicit responses about 139 judgments 

of workplace alienation.  Garza sent out 1,108 surveys and 433 were returned, yielding a 

response rate of 39%.  Of those returned, 384 were used in the analysis of data, that is, 

34.6% of the surveys originally distributed (Garza, 2001).  Often isolated from other 

members of the educational community, prekindergarten teachers have no outlets or 

sounding boards to which they can pitch curriculum ideas (Garza, 2001).  The shift in 

teaching strategies required of prekindergarten and primary-grade teachers versus those 

used by intermediate-grade teachers also adds to the feelings of isolation.  According to 

Garza, anyone who has a high school diploma or equivalent can teach preschool without 

oversight in Texas.   

In addition, Garza (2001) noted that ancillary findings indicated that the teachers 

in the study were relatively new to the profession, with fewer than 3 years of experience.  

The researcher drew the conclusion that “feelings of alienation affect teacher 

performance” (Garza, 2001, p. 180).   

Another aspect to consider in developing the hiring pool of early childhood 

educators is the problem with turnover rates already in existence.  Cho (2005) cited 

statistics from the United States Department of Labor and Statistics indicating that there 

were approximately 2.3 million early childhood teachers in 1998.  This occupation 

experienced a turnover rate that was nearly double that of other various occupations 
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(Cho, 2005).  Cho cited other publicly available reports from the Department of Labor 

and Statistics, writing, “During 1995-1996, 7% of registered nurses, 11% of social 

workers, 15% of parking lot attendants, and 21% of home health aides left their jobs.  In 

contrast the turnover rate of child care workers was 30%” (p. 18).  Cho showed that the 

rate of turnover increased as education or salary benefits decreased.  Based on the data, 

the author concluded that the more education a teacher had, the less likely he or she was 

to leave a job because of salary and benefits (Cho, 2005).  The final conclusion drawn 

from this analysis was that governments need to “incentivize private early childhood 

programs that provide qualified teachers with benefits packages comparable with public 

schools” (Cho, 2005, p. 185) so that the turnover rate can be slowed.  As a result, the 

following policy recommendations were offered: (a) raise the minimum salary and 

consider salary requirements based on years of formal education or other specialized 

training, (b) ensure that salaries are competitive whether the organization is for profit or 

not for profit, (c) provide private sector employees benefits packages that are superior to 

current standards, and (d) eliminate waivers that may allow preK teachers to skip teacher 

preparation programs (Cho, 2005).  Retaining quality teachers in preschool programs is 

difficult.  As Cho noted, teachers feel isolated and underpaid.  If teacher preparedness 

programs were of a better quality, perhaps retention would become easier (Whitebook et 

al., 2004).  

Early childhood teacher instruction programs. Poor teacher preparation in 

early childhood education is also a problem.  Cho (2005) asserted that the turnover rate 

could be diminished if preparation programs were mandatory for all early childhood 

educators.  Cooke, Cryan, Dinnebeil, and McInerney, from the University of Toledo, 
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presented in 1995 a paper about early childhood teacher preparation in which they stated 

that “improving the preparation and professional growth of early childhood educators is 

the most direct route to improving programs for young children” (Cooke et al., 1995, p. 

7).  In 1995, early childhood education was emerging as a necessary next step in 

educational reform.  The University of Toledo professors recognized the need to identify 

the most important qualities for a competent prekindergarten teacher (Cooke et al., 1995).  

By early 1992, educators from the University of Toledo’s early childhood faculty had 

identified, by hypothetical assumption, the following criteria as crucial benchmarks of a 

quality program: (a) preparation in educating children from birth to age 8, (b) 

instructional strategies for early childhood and special education curricula, (c) provision 

of a broader understanding of the sense of stakeholders’ needs, and (d) existence as an 

autonomous program within the college of education.  This new program was designed to 

improve recruitment and retention of early childhood educators.  The outcome and 

success of the program were not addressed in the study (Cooke et al., 1995).  

Whitebook et al. (2004), representing a team of researchers from various 

agencies, asked three questions: (a) “What is the educational attainment of center-based 

teaching staff and family child care providers in these counties?” (b) “How are teaching 

staff and providers with BA and AA degrees distributed?” and (c) “How does the 

educational profile of teachers and providers vary across counties and among different 

ethnic groups?” (p. 5).  Based upon their research, the researchers asserted that the higher 

the level of education an individual has, the more likely he or she is to provide better 

quality care.  In a joint study conducted by the Center for the Study of Child Care 

Employment, California Child Care Resource and Referral Network, and the Center for 
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the Childcare Workforce, using combined data from the U.S. Census as well as program 

success rates and personal interviews, it was determined that program quality was related 

to teacher preparation (Whitebook et al., 2004).  Whitebook’s team showed through their 

surveys that most early childhood educators had completed some college and many had 

completed 4-year degrees or more advanced degrees (Whitebook et al., 2004,).   

The issue at hand is that children who are at least 5 years of age have a better 

chance of obtaining a teacher with 4 or more years of college as well as teacher 

credentials than do younger children (Whitebook et al., 2004).  The question remains: 

What is the difference between a 5-year old and a 4-year old?  A child just 1 year older 

gains a highly qualified teacher who has more than a high school diploma as training.  

Whitebook et al. (2004) wrote, “Woefully inadequate compensation constrains efforts to 

build a more skilled workforce, and not surprisingly, there appears to be a decline in 

recent years in the number of early care and education practitioners who have completed 

a bachelor’s degree” (p. 11).  The problem, the researchers stated, was that California did 

not require licensure or teacher preparation courses for providers of early childhood 

education.  Consequently, because of turnover rates, private child care and preschool 

programs tended to be of lower quality than those that were publicly funded.  Those 

teachers with less training tended to leave at a higher rate, thereby creating a legion of 

inexperienced teachers (Whitebook et al., 2004).  

A similar study conducted by a team of researchers from the University of 

California, Berkeley found that a quality preschool program required teachers to have 

some level of credentialing (Bellm, Whitebook, Cohen, & Stevenson, 2005).  By 

analyzing California state teacher preparation and licensing requirements as well as the 
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application process for providing child care, researchers drew that conclusion.  The 

purpose of the study was to determine “appropriate training standards for preschool 

teachers” (Bellm et al., 2005, p. 2).  The research team found that the past practice of 

credentialing a facility rather than individuals was yielding poor standards in curricular 

quality.  They noted that despite a facility’s being clean and orderly, there might be no 

observable emphasis on teacher preparedness (Bellm et al., 2005).   

Throughout the review of the literature, a consensus emerged that the minimum 

requirement to teach children at any age should be a baccalaureate degree (Bellm et al., 

2005; Cooke et al., 1995; Whitebook et al., 2004).  The literature revealed differentiation 

in requirements based upon the following factors: (a) whether a program was federally or 

state funded versus privately funded—for example, teachers tended to stay employed in 

programs funded by federal dollars, thereby lending their experience to the development 

of a better quality program (Cho, 2005); (b) in which state the program operated—for 

example, some states had licensure requirements for teachers of prekindergarten through 

third grade and, therefore, had licensed teaching professionals delivering curricula 

(Gormley, 2005); (c) existing licensing requirements for K-12 teachers; and (d) the type 

of facility housing the program: community based, home based, or church based (Cho, 

2005; Cooke et al., 1995; Saluja et al., 2002).  Although a myriad of literature offered 

evidence that teacher preparation was necessary in making early childhood education 

worthwhile (Bellm et al., 2005; Cho, E., 2005; Cooke et al., 1995; Saluja et al., 2002; 

Whitebook et al., 2004), one gap that did emerge in the literature focused on requiring the 

certification of educators teaching children 3 years of age or younger.    
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Funding 

Federal grants and funds.  Alternative funds are currently available for 2 years 

of public education for 3- and 4-year olds.  The first to be discussed is part of a plan that 

was laid out by the National Council for Education and Economics (NCEE), chaired by 

Marc Tucker.  With regard to America’s being able to compete in the global market in 

the future, the NCEE researched structural alternatives in education.  Based on 

observations and data gathered throughout the study, one of their findings was that as a 

nation, the United States will no longer have a competitive edge over other countries that 

have a different structure of government-funded, free-access public school (NCEE, 

2007).  One suggestion on how to improve the state of American public schools was to 

overhaul the entire system nationally.  The first concept was that of mandatory attendance 

for all 4-year olds and voluntary attendance for at-risk 3-year olds (NCEE, 2007).   

Following that concept was the idea of graduating students at age 16 and the idea 

of allowing them admission into one of three alternative education programs as opposed 

to traditionally structured school programs.  For example, a student could choose college 

preparation, skilled trade preparation, or additional academics in preparation for the other 

two programs (NCEE, 2007).  One roadblock discussed by the NCEE was that lack of 

funding was a contributing factor in keeping school systems across the nation from fully 

preparing the nation’s children to be viable in world trade.  The NCEE considered 

specific economic factors pertaining to offering publicly funded preschool to at-risk 3-

year olds and all 4-year olds; these factors included “capital costs, infrastructure costs, 

and direct service costs” (NCEE, 2007, p. 114).  Capital costs consist of building and 

related maintenance costs, infrastructure costs including all financing pertaining to the 
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daily operations of the program, and direct costs including items and services received 

directly by the children and their parents (NCEE, 2007).  Using data collected through the 

2000 U.S. Census, Tucker’s team was able to estimate preschool program enrollment and 

predicted that it would cost $7,750 per child to be educated in a public school setting.  

The cost was estimated to be $9,000 per child in programs other than those provided 

through public means (NCEE, 2007).  After calculating all the costs associated with such 

a preschool program, the estimated revenue needed would be $19,281,354,500 

nationwide (NCEE, 2007, p. 114, Table 6).  Once the educational system was 

redistributed according to the NCEE proposal, the estimated revenue saved at the 

secondary level would be $46,616, 607,067 (NCEE, 2007, p. 120, Table 9).  This saving 

represents a net gain in revenue of $27,335,252,576, which could be used for teacher 

preparation, benefits, and pension investments (NCEE, 2007).  

A second alternative to provide funding for access to preschool involves more 

efficient utilization of the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) and Temporary 

Assistance to Needy Families Block Grant (TANF) provided by the federal government.  

A policy brief written in 2003 by Greenberg and Schumacher for the Center for Law and 

Social Policy (CLASP) suggested that CCDF and TANF could be used more effectively 

if the language were interpreted as they suggested.  The CCDF fund, meant to be used to 

subsidize child care for low-income families, has four different funding streams from 

which states can choose (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  There are discretionary 

funds, which are voted upon by Congressional Appropriations annually (Greenberg & 

Schumacher, 2003).  There is a mandatory funds stream, which has been voted upon 

during times of reauthorization.  There are matched funds in which the state provides 
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funding and the federal government grants equal funds, only if the state meets specified 

requirements (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  The last funding stream provided by the 

CCDF comes from another source; under certain conditions, a state may transfer up to 

30% of its TANF funds to the CCDF.  Once this has been done, those funds become 

discretionary in nature and can no longer be made available to the TANF (Greenberg & 

Schumacher, 2003).  It was through Greenberg and Schumacher’s careful interpretation 

of the CCDF wording that they determined the funds to be accessible to governors as a 

means of subsidizing universal preK initiatives.  To qualify for use of CCDF funding 

streams to pay for preK for all 4-year olds the program must include a child care 

component (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  The program must offer full-day, year-

round services so that the overall objective of the CCDF can be met (Greenberg & 

Schumacher, 2003).  After considering CCDF grants the authors came to the following 

conclusion:  

Allowing pre-K expenditures to be counted toward match could provide critical 

incentive for states to more closely link their pre-K and childcare systems.  This 

could result in a coordinated system that would better meet the needs of working 

families for full-day/full-year services that prepare children to enter school ready 

to learn. (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003, p. 9) 

 

A secondary part to this alternative enlists the use of TANF.  This block grant has 

more restrictions placed on it than CCDF.  The difference, however, is that there are more 

funds available under TANF than CCDF.  This assumption was made based on data 

presented by Besharov and Higney in a 2006 report prepared for the Administration of 

Children, Youth, and Families.  According to the report, $1.9 billion in CCDF funds and 

$3.8 billion TANF funds remained unspent nationwide (Besharov & Higney, 2006).  To 

use assets from TANF to subsidize preschool, the state must first transfer the allowable 
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30% of funds into the CCDF (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  The state also can use 

TANF to directly fund preschool by meeting one of two criteria.  First, the state has the 

option to treat preschool as a child care program: “If the state does so, the state can use 

TANF funds to pay costs for needy (low-income) families” (Greenberg & Schumacher, 

2003, p. 18).  The second option is to maintain that preschool costs are not child care in 

nature.  The authors cautioned that this second tactic may not have been in the spirit of its 

original intent (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  Greenberg and Schumacher gathered 

their data from a myriad of financial resources including examination of recipient states 

for CCDF funds as well as TANF grants.  Due to heavy federal regulation into the 

specified use of such funding streams, Greenberg and Schumacher were able to follow 

where the funds were distributed by state (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  The 

authors’ policy analysis, using descriptive data collection, took into consideration the 

federal regulations and creative state use of such funds (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).   

State funding responsibilities. After analyzing possible federal funding streams 

for early childhood education, I considered how individual states funded the remainder of 

the program.  The goal in analyzing the problem of early childhood education was to 

bring to the discussion alternatives to funding preschool.  If policy analysts deliberate a 

secondary means of finance, there is a chance of offering preschool, not only to all 

underprivileged children, but also to all children regardless of socioeconomic standing.  

The objective is simple: It is to fund education when learning is most abundant, between 

birth and 5 years of age (Bodrova & Leong, 2005); it is to provide all children with a 

solid foundation for their future.  For the purpose of this study, the following sections 

present a synopsis of the funding streams for the 10 states being researched.  Many of the 
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whole dollar amounts listed were obtained from the study conducted by the National 

Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER).  Their methods for collecting these data 

included collection of information through surveys sent to prekindergarten 

administrators, collection of data from Census Bureau population estimates, and review 

of U.S. Office of Special Education Programs data (Barnett et al., 2008).  Funding 

information for this study was collected from the NIEER’s report entitled “Rankings and 

Estimates: Rankings of the States 2007 and Estimates of School Statistics 2008”:  

Total K-12 spending for each state includes current operating expenditures plus 

annual capital outlays and interest on school debt.  This provides a more complete 

picture of the full cost of K-12 than including only current operating expenditures, 

which underestimate the full cost.  Our estimate of K-12 expenditures is also more 

comparable to total prekindergarten spending per child because this funding 

generally must cover all costs, including facilities.  Expenditure per child was 

calculated for each state by dividing total expenditures by fall 2007 enrollment.  

They estimated the breakdown of expenditure per child by source, based on 

reported revenue receipts for pre-K from federal, state and local sources in each 

state. (Barnett et al., 2008)  

 

Willow.  As of the 2008 report, no state funding was provided for universal 

prekindergarten in Willow (Barnett et al., 2008).  Only federal funds were available, and 

they were used only in federally recognized Head Start programs.  The funds amounted 

to $6,077,200 in the 2007-2008 school year (Barnett et al., 2008).  As of 2008, 2,340 

children were being served by Head Start in Willow (Barnett et al., 2008).  

By comparison, as of 2010, Willow achieved the plan of bringing a preK-4 

program to its citizens.  A total of $8,500 per child was being provided, by the state, to 

offer preschool to 4-year olds within a specific demographic (Barnett et al., 2010).  In the 

2009-2010 school year, Willow spent $1.7 million dollars and served 200 children.  Of 

the 200 served, 53 received Head Start services and the other 147 received state-funded 

program services (Barnett et al., 2010). 
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Sequoia.  In the 2007-2008 school year, Sequoia increased funding to $26 million 

for prekindergarten, thereby increasing the number of children being served by 6,622.  As 

of 2008, 91,808 children were being served (Barnett et al., 2008).  The state spent 

$309,596,682, which represented $3,372 per child.  No federal funds were being used to 

fund the Closing the Gap program (Barnett et al., 2008).  

By the time the 2010 report was conducted, Sequoia was still spending 

approximately $3,372 per child but serving a lower number of children.  Down 4,228 

children from the previous report, total funding for the program was decreased (Barnett et 

al., 2010).  Total spending in the 2009-2010 school year was $295,267,954, which 

represents a deficit from previous years of just under $15 million.  The state goal was to 

fully fund preschool for all 4-year olds by 2012 (Barnett et al., 2010).   

Birch.  In 2006, Birch increased funding to $23.5 million every other year.  In 

2008, the Commonwealth spent $4,860 per year per child (Barnett et al., 2008).  Of those 

funds, about $3,750 came from the state, $500 from local contributions, and $700 from 

federal contributions.  Total state funding equaled $75,127,000 in 2008 for services for 

21,485 children ages 3 and 4 (Barnett et al., 2008).  

When the 2010 report was published, Birch was contributing $3,103 per child, 

which amounted to $69,187,530 total state spending.  Through the use of local and 

federal dollars, however, the program received funding in the amount of $6,290 per child.  

Just over 22,200 children were being served; approximately 17,000 of those were 4-year 

olds (Barnett et al., 2010).   

Beech.  Beech’s Strong Beginnings served 27,719 children in 2008.  The state 

spent $104,509,466; adding this to the $3,000,000 in Head Start funding allowed Beech 
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to spend as much as $8,558 per child.  Of that amount $3,770 was contributed by the state 

and another $4,000 was contributed by the locality (Barnett et al., 2008). 

In 2010, Strong Beginnings served 26,147 students, thereby decreasing the 

population being served by 2%; $4,116 was spent per child, with total spending around 

$108 million.  As a result of budgetary shortfalls, funding had declined.  Although Strong 

Beginnings was spending more per child to educate the students, fewer students were 

being served and there were no plans to increase spending in upcoming school years 

(Barnett et al., 2010). 

Maple.  The majority of the 4-year olds being served by a preschool program in 

Maple were funded through Head Start’s federal dollars; 3,570 children were fully 

funded by state dollars (Barnett et al., 2008).  In 2008, Maple spent almost $11 million to 

prepare their 4-year olds who did not qualify for other state or federal programs to begin 

kindergarten (Barnett et al., 2008).  State spending per enrolled child was $3,056 in the 

school year 2007-2008; all of those dollars were funded fully by the state (Barnett et al., 

2008).  The state also provided another $1.5 million to federal Head Start classrooms 

(Barnett et al., 2008). 

The 2010 published report showed Maple’s increasing their per-pupil expenditure 

to $3,412.  Total state spending increased by $5.6 million, reaching just over $16.5 

million.  The children being served in 2008 comprised 13% of the 4-year-old population 

compared with 16% in 2010 (Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010).    

Elm.  In the school year 2007-2008, Elm’s Free Access PreK served more than 

91,500 children.  Another 43,316 were served through federal Head Start funding 

(Barnett et al., 2008).  Total state spending was $361,293,769; this amount equated to 
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$3,948 per child.  None of the children served by the state-sponsored program were 

funded by federal dollars (Barnett et al., 2008). 

In the 2009-2010 school year, the state lost $445 per child in funding but 

increased the number of children being served by 16,410.  Total state spending for the 

Universal Prekindergarten Program was $378,107,213.  With this money, Elm was able 

to provide prekindergarten services to 45% of its 4-year-old population (Barnett et al., 

2010).       

Pine.  Pine ranked number one among states with universal preschool according 

to the NIEER 2008 State of Preschool study.  There were 10 criteria by which states were 

measured (Barnett et al., 2008).  The state spent $3,966 per child and served 35,231 

children in the school year 2007-2008 at a cost of $139,735,129.  Another 15,022 

children were served through federal Head Start funding, at a cost of $2,905,602 (Barnett 

et al., 2008).  According to the 2008 NIEER report, a total of $7,484 was spent per child 

using local, state, and federal dollars (Barnett et al., 2008). 

As of the 2010 publication of the new NIEER report, Pine still ranked number one 

among states with free and full access to prekindergarten.  They also managed to move 

up in ranks despite the addition of two new states to the rankings (Barnett et al., 2010).  

Spending $4,477 per student, Pine supplied $167,245,396 toward education of 71% of its 

4-year old population (Barnett et al., 2010). 

Oak.  As of 2008, no state funding was being provided for universal 

prekindergarten in Oak (Barnett et al., 2008).  Only federal funds were available, and 

they were used only in federally recognized Head Start Programs.  The funds amounted 
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to $2,970,000 in the 2007-2008 school year (Barnett et al., 2008).  As of 2008, 2,386 

children were being served by Head Start in Oak (Barnett et al., 2008).  

By the 2009-2010 school year, Oak was able to institute a preK program called 

Oak Fresh Start.  Spending $5,556 per child, Oak was able to serve 126 children who met 

specific criteria.  Total state spending was $800,000, but Oak utilized some of its TANF 

money to supplement the program (Barnett et al., 2010). 

Poplar.  The former governor of Poplar made it one of his initiatives to provide 

free, universal access to public education for all 4-year olds, regardless of their 

socioeconomic standing (Jeter, 2007; Nuckols, 2007).  A part of the problem 

in implementing such a policy has been inadequate funding.  For example, according to 

the former Poplar Secretary of Education, there has not been enough space for programs 

for 4-year olds, and there have not been enough certified teachers to deliver curriculum 

(personal communication, June 30, 2007).  Both of these factors are expensive and 

necessary.  The secretary stated further that there was not enough funding to serve all the 

students who qualified for the program in Poplar.  In 2007, 12,500 children 

received benefits through the Poplar preschool program (“Governor Launches Universal 

Preschool,” 2007).  Children whose family income was less than $27,000 annually 

were eligible for the Poplar Universal Preschool, the Poplar version of the Head Start 

Program.  When the governor expanded that income range to less than $38,000, an 

additional 5,000 children were eligible, meaning that 67% of children would have been 

served by the Commonwealth’s program entitled Start Strong Initiative if full funding 

had been provided (“Governor Launches Universal Preschool,” 2007).  
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Regarding the original intent of the governor’s plan, a press release from his 

office stated, “It will cost approximately $125 million annually at full implementation, 

approximately $75 million more than the $50 million the state currently spends each year 

on programs for at-risk four-year-olds” (“Governor Launches Universal Preschool,” 

2007).  The determination of which students were accepted into Universal Preschool was 

based on the free-lunch status for which their families would be eligible once the students 

reached school age.  The governor’s revised plan called for an increase to 17,500 children 

by adding reduced-price lunch recipients to the list of qualifiers.  This change meant that 

the family yearly income threshold would be increased from $26,845 to $38,203 to 

qualify to receive Universal Preschool benefits (Craig, 2007).  Information about 

preschool initiatives had been published on the Poplar governor’s Web site: 

Research shows that 90% of brain development occurs before a child turns five.  

We know that children who attend high-quality preschool are more likely to finish 

school, find good jobs, and are less likely to commit a crime.  We know how 

powerful preschool is in improving children’s chances for success.  That is why 

[the governor] believes that every four-year-old child in Poplar should have the 

opportunity to attend high-quality, voluntary preschool. (“Universal Preschool,” 

2007)  

 

As exhibited by the scaled-down program proposal, lack of funding has 

contributed to the state’s inability to provide free, universal access to quality preschool 

for 4-year olds.  In 2007, Universal Preschool would have required at least $75 million 

more than allotted to the initiative (“Governor Launches Universal Preschool,” 2007).  In 

a presentation to the students of The George Washington University’s Graduate School of 

Education and Human Development, the secretary of education of Poplar further stated 

that both of these factors were expensive but necessary to ensure quality and efficacy 

(personal communication, June 30, 2007). 
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As of 2010, the State of Poplar increased its funding of the Universal Preschool 

by $581 per child.  They spent just over $63 million on the program, which fell $12 

million short of fully funding an all-access program.  There were no plans to initiate such 

a program any time in the close future (Barnett et al., 2010).  

Sycamore.  Sycamore ranked seventh in the NIEER report.  The state program 

served almost 30,000 children in 2008 (Barnett et al., 2008).  The state spent 

$92,212,500, which included the additional $7,212,500 in federal Head Start dollars.  

With the additional federal dollars another 12,913 children were able to be served in 

Sycamore (Barnett et al., 2008).  The state spent $4,737 per child in the 2007-2008 

school year (Barnett et al., 2008). 

Improving its rank by one, Sycamore continued its tradition of free and full access 

to all 4-year olds in 2010.  They spent $3282 per student, with sums totaling 

$128,960,062.  As the program was voluntary, only 52% of the population was being 

served; however, this number was up 12% over the 2008 figures (Barnett et al., 2010).  

In considering the aforementioned aspects of the research topic of universal 

prekindergarten, a gap emerged.  There seemed to be an underlying policy concern 

regarding whether a state would provide a program for children younger than traditional 

school age.  The literature suggested that many states had the same concerns about 

teacher training, preparation, and retention in the classrooms of 3- and 4-year olds (Bellm 

et al., 2005; Cho, 2005; Cooke et al., 1995; Saluja et al., 2002; Whitebook et al., 2004).  

An emergent difference in how states opted to fund such programs was noted (Barnett et 

al., 2008).  More to the point there was a concerted difference in whether or not states 

actually funded such programs.  Consequently, a gap in information was noted based 
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upon the lack of consistency in decision making among different states and in their 

consideration of how to best reform education, specifically early childhood education.  

The gap in the literature regarding how decisions are made in the public sector was 

explored in this dissertation. 

Summary  

Upon reflection regarding the sections of information presented in this critical 

literature review, summation was deemed necessary.  Several aspects of the concept of 

universal prekindergarten were considered when isolating the research questions of this 

dissertation.  The theoretical framework emerged only after several aspects of the concept 

were searched to uncover gaps existing in the literature.  To isolate any gap and to 

scaffold the theoretical framework the literature search focused on topics such as 

personnel and licensing needs, existing programs, impact on society, funding, and impact 

on and from politics. 

The first search topic was personnel and licensing needs.  A gap in the literature 

was discovered regarding the requirement of certification for educators teaching children 

3 years of age or younger and how such a requirement would affect early childhood 

education (Bellm et al., 2005; Cho, 2005; Cooke et al., 1995; Saluja et al., 2002; 

Whitebook et al., 2004).  This gap did not represent a desired topic for this research.  

Topics including existing programs such as Head Start, impact on society, and 

funding of UPK programs were exhaustively searched to discover gaps in the literature 

that might serve as research topics.  No gaps emerged; however, there was a great deal of 

background information that was necessary in building a case for the significance of this 

dissertation topic.  There was clear research evidence of the great impact on society of 
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early childhood education, as cited in Currie and Thomas (1995), who conducted a 

longitudinal study of Head Start.  They showed that there was long-term success in 

children who attended Head Start programs versus their siblings who did not (Currie 

&Thomas, 1995).  Funding for UPK programs varies widely from state to state.  A UPK 

program’s success seems to be impacted by the source of its funding stream.  Greenberg 

and Schumacher (2003) completed a policy brief about the legal possibilities of using 

TANF and CCDF grants to meet demand for Head Start services within states.  Once 

designated to Head Start these funds would no longer be available for the purpose 

originally intended (Greenberg & Schumacher, 2003).  The topic of funds and funding 

streams was exhausted.  

Finally, the impact of politics on the concept of UPK was researched; in this 

regard, the second gap emerged.  There was no published research specifically stating 

how policy decisions were crafted and implemented.  This gap posed questions that I 

considered to be worthy of pursuit.  Upon further study, several theories emerged that 

may account for how policymakers decide to adopt certain policies while denying others.  

Interesting to me was the public choice theory (PCT); this theory was heavily used in 

economics (Olssen et al., 2004), but had not yet been applied to education.  Secondary to 

PCT was human capital theory (HCT).  Becker (1975) proposed this theory; however, it 

was the work of Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985) that brought HCT into the realm of 

education.  In brief, the breakthrough that Psacharopoulos and Woodhall offered was the 

comparison of a country’s expenditure on education, and most recently on early 

childhood education (1993), with the country’s production of goods and services 

(Psacharopoulos, 1993; Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985).  The connection between the 
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value in human capital and the amount of education a country provides to its citizen was 

shown to be significant in m any of Psacharopoulos’ works (Psacharopoulos, 1993; 

Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002; Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985).  

Upon further reflection, this problem manifested itself as a question of how 

policymakers come to the decisions they make.  Consequently, I conducted an exhaustive 

search to determine whether there was one process that was dominant over another that 

was used to filter such policy decisions; this search was unsuccessful.  McFarland (1987) 

authored many articles about how countervailing factors empower and influence 

policymakers to make decisions.  Using his concept of the triadic theory of power 

became necessary in codifying the outcome of this case study.  Research in decision 

making, especially in education, is difficult to find.  A few authors have written about 

what private-sector policymakers do (Kirp, 2007; Nutt 1993; Nutt, 2005), but it is 

difficult to apply these criteria to public-sector decision makers.  With the use of PCT, 

HCT, and the triadic theory of power as the framework, an attempt was made to add 

meaningful literature to this shallow pool of research to offer some insight into the 

processes and filters of public officials making decisions about public policies.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Overview of the Methodology 

Through this dissertation, I attempted to investigate a possible connection 

between human capital theory and public choice theory and a decision-making process.  

In addition, a decision-making process known as triadic theory of power was used in this 

research to help formulate the research questions.  As previously noted, the primary 

research question answered through this research was the following: How have 

policymakers’ biases impacted their decisions when crafting public education initiatives?  

Secondary to the main research question, I sought to discover whether or how 

policymakers perceive their decisions regarding public education to be in the best interest 

of the general public.  Finally, what political events distinguished the decision-making 

process of five purposefully selected states with P-12 initiatives that have not 

implemented such policies or have had such programs implemented only to have funding 

rescinded?  

Upon reflection on the major research questions, it became clear to me that 

analyzing data quantitatively would not fully address this dissertation’s research 

questions.  For this reason, the qualitative approach known as case study methodology, 

more specifically a holistic multiple case study design, was employed (Yin, 2003).  

Problem, Conjecture, Exploratory Questions 

This study was considered holistic based on the information obtained from a chart 

developed by Yin (2003).  The figure presented a layout of how the cases would be 

embedded, or not, based on their organization within the study (Yin, 2003, p. 40).  The 

researcher stated, “If a case study examined only the global nature of an organization or 
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of a program, a holistic design would have been used” (Yin, 2003, p. 43).  This study was 

a multiple, rather than single, case study because two contrasting groups were compared.  

Within the groups there were five units of analysis; because of the multiple layers of the 

research, it was not considered a single case study (Yin, 2003).  

This research design did allow me to ascertain how each key actor perceived his 

or her membership in the realm being investigated.  In most qualitative studies, it is 

difficult for individuals to be objective when they are being asked to make immediate 

value statements about their perspectives within the confines of the protocol.  Therefore, 

this study was conducted as a cross-case study through which the researcher compared 

five purposefully selected units of analysis, that is, five states with universal 

prekindergarten (UPK), to five countervailing units of analysis, that is, five states without 

UPK.  An attempt was made to extrapolate whether or not there was a unified decision-

making process across those states that had made the determination to provide UPK to 

their communities compared to those that either had not considered UPK or had 

considered it worthy but opted not to fund such an initiative.  

After carefully considering the scope of the research questions, I decided to use a 

multiple cross-case study analysis based on the formative steps outlined by Yin (2003).  

According to Yin, a researcher uses a case study when “a ‘how’ or ‘why’ question is 

being asked about a contemporary set of events over which the investigator has little or 

no control” (Yin, 2003, p. 1).  As the topic of universal prekindergarten is relevant for 

contemporary educational policy practitioners, this design seemed to lend itself to the 

proposed research question.  Yin further explained that case studies are used for many 

reasons and offer insight into all aspects of people’s social, cultural, and organizational 
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lives.  Case studies are used in conducting research with groups or individuals (Yin, 

2003).  This study was considered a cross-case study because there were two conditions 

being compared.  Further, it was considered a multiple cross-case study because five 

participants were being invited from each condition.  Five states with free, full-access 

prekindergarten policies in place were compared to five states with limited-access 

prekindergarten policies.  Each state represented a case.  The cases from each condition 

were investigated together and trends were sought.  Any trends in the data found from 

each condition were compared and contrasted for similar and opposing decision-making 

processes.     

Theoretical Perspective 

In a quest to discover educational reform that will impact the success of early 

childhood students, many options were considered as research topics.  One problem 

facing this nation is that its workers are not on a par with the rest of the world (NCEE, 

2007).  It has been suggested that American workers can no longer compete in a global 

economy and that the level of marketable skills of American workers in this nation has 

not remained on par with those of the rest of the world (NCEE, 2007).  Marc Tucker, lead 

researcher of Tough Choices or Tough Times, suggested that the problem began with the 

lack of valid PK-12 education received by American students (NCEE, 2007).  Several 

policy questions and concerns were raised in an attempt to resolve this profound 

dilemma.  What can be done to better serve the children of the United States of America 

in terms of public education?  When will public educational reform actually change 

curricula, finance, leadership practices, and school-age structure?  Many school reform 

policies have been imposed upon this country’s education system, such as No Child Left 
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Behind and the onset of standardized testing, yet the country’s school dropout rate has 

not decreased to the extent set forth by lawmakers and policymakers.  The dropout rate 

across the nation was 8% in 2008 (Institute for Educational Sciences, 2010); however, 

this percentage was expected to be closer to zero due to the reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 as the No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001.  School reforms that were proposed in the past have yet to circumvent the true 

issue facing America’s schools (Elmore, 2006; Hess, 2008).  The children of this nation 

are not graduating at rates equivalent to those in other modern nations, and those that are 

being graduated and sent on to community colleges and 4-year universities are not 

graduating with more marketable skills than the students of other nations (NCEE, 2007).  

Once the problem was defined, several points of concern came to mind: (a) What 

internal or external factors cause policymakers to develop their decisions regarding 

school reform? (b) On what information are they basing school-reform positions? (c) Is it 

due to the policy leaders’ unwillingness or lack of political resolve?  According to PCT, 

politicians for the public sector will choose the policy they know over the new concept 

they do not.  The theories in question are derived from the frame of economics, not 

simply education.  

James Buchanan, as referenced in Olssen et al. (2008), may not have had public 

education in mind when authoring his public choice theory; however, through this study I 

attempted to collect data with applications for the policy decisions of educational leaders 

within the public sector.  According to Buchanan’s theory, public-sector policymakers 

cannot make decisions for the good of the public without using their own self-interest as 

bias.  Public education’s general format of teaching the masses has remained relatively 
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unchanged since the first fully public schools were opened circa 1870 (Sass, n.d.).  More 

than 140 years later, the system of education remains relatively unchanged.  Based upon 

the literature presented in Chapter 2, I came to believe that the way in which school 

reforms are being made needs an overhaul.  The reason that so little has improved may be 

that public policymakers are not able to vote against the status quo or the system with 

which they have grown comfortable.  What drives policymakers to decide on one policy 

over another?  If policymakers are presented with a school reform policy that challenges 

their personal comfort zone and bias yet shows it can have a positive impact on public 

education, can they choose it?  It was Buchanan’s position that they cannot or will not 

(Olssen et al., 2008). 

The literature has indicated that if children begin learning in a formal, free-access 

setting from age 3, there may be a connection to long-term learning success (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2005; Currie & Thomas, 1995; Gormley & Gayer, 2005; Psacharopoulos & 

Woodhall, 1985).  Since the inception of Head Start more than 30 years ago, several 

states have developed some kind of program that begins to educate children as early as 

age 3, without consideration of income.  According to Mitchell (2001), these programs 

are voluntary.  

Research Methods 

Participant selection.  Ten units of analysis were purposefully selected to be 

cross-analyzed.  These 10 cases were chosen based on similarities in state socioeconomic 

demographics, including populations within urban and suburban communities, state 

budgets for education, policy adoption guidelines, and state spending per child.  Using 

The State of Preschool 2008 and The State of Preschool 2010 data presented by the 
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NIEER (Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010), five states were identified based on 

state spending per preschool child enrolled.  Further, states were vetted based on 

requirement for access: Were all children granted access to preschool or were there 

criteria such as socioeconomic standards or disability standards?  The states selected 

spent between $3,001 and $3,999 per enrolled child in 2008 and accepted all children 

regardless of ability or socioeconomic status.  The states selected were Beech, Maple, 

Elm, Pine, and Sycamore (pseudonyms). 

As a comparison, five additional states that offered no or limited-access programs 

of education prior to K-5 enrollment were also selected.  Willow and Oak (pseudonyms) 

were two of the selected states that offered no preK program in 2008.  Upon obtaining 

new data for 2010, however, Willow’s proposed pilot program had begun, with a budget 

of $800,000.  Oak’s program had been in existence since 2001, but it was eliminated to 

close budget deficits for the fiscal year 2009; by 2010, however, the program had been 

resumed on a limited basis (Barnett et al., 2008; Barnett et al., 2010).  Based on specified 

criteria, three other states with limited access to UPK were selected: Poplar, Birch, and 

Sequoia (pseudonyms).  These states also spent between $3,001 and $3,999 per child in 

2008.  

The participants selected from the cases being compared were public 

policymakers with direct influence on public school policy, specifically state secretaries 

of education or state superintendents of schools.  Comparisons were made between states 

with UPK and those without formal adoption of such programs.  By accessing the United 

States Department of Education Web site, any citizen can acquire all information 

necessary to contact the secretary of education and the state superintendent as well as the 
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local municipality (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).  Included on this Web site were 

all currently available statistics about each state’s education program, including, but not 

limited to, dropout rates, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores, 

state demographics, and school accountability plans.  This Web site was used in 

compiling the contact list for the secretaries of education and the state superintendents 

that were purposefully selected for this study. Titles and responsibilities vary by state; the 

policymaker chosen from each state was the individual with the most direct impact on the 

state’s public education policy.  In one case, the superintendent had the assistant 

superintendent of early childhood education stand in for the state superintendent at the 

last minute.  

One inconsistency was in the titles and specific duties of the head policymakers.  

Some states had secretaries of education, others commissioners of education, and others 

state superintendents (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).  Some states had more than 

one of the aforementioned positions; in such cases, the position more closely related to 

policy decisions was selected as the participant.  For example, Poplar had both a secretary 

of education and a state superintendent of schools (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.); 

the superintendent was selected because she worked directly with the state board of 

education.  Ultimately, this list of selected cases consisted of the people most directly 

responsible for reform measures put forth for consideration to improve or overhaul public 

education.  Tables 1 and 2 show the representatives selected to participate, including their 

respective titles and states of residence.  As it was these participants’ opinions that the 

researcher was seeking, requests for individual interviews were communicated.  
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Table 1. Participants From States With Free and Full Access to Prekindergarten Prior to 

Age 5 
 

State Participant Title–Position 

Beech Dr. Raymond Theman State Superintendent of Schools 

Maple Dr. Andrea Curtis Secretary of Education 

Elm Dr. Matthew Raegan Commissioner of Education 

Pine Dr. Lily Breslin State Superintendent 

Sycamore Dr. Thomas Michaels State Superintendent 

 

 

Table 2: Participants From States Without Free or Full Access to Prekindergarten Prior 

to Age 5 
 

State Participant Title–Position 

Willow Joseph Rotan Commissioner of Education 

Sequoia Dr. Roslyn Petry Assistant Superintendent of Early Childhood 

Education 
 

Birch Dr. Rayce Carrington Commissioner of Education 

Oak Dean Taylor Commissioner of Education 

Poplar Dr. Caylin Skipper Superintendent of Schools 

 
 

Assistants or contact persons for the participants were contacted via e-mail 

informing them of the imminent arrival of a letter of solicitation to participate.  To 

maintain an accurate record of events, an audit trail was created.  This audit trail began 

with the initial contact of the field-test participant.  As continued encounters occurred, a 

record was kept for future use.  Contact was made with each of the 10 participants via a 

letter requesting an interview; the letter was mailed to the participant’s listed office 

address (see Appendix E).  The letter included a request for the individual’s participation 

in the study, an informed consent document and a brief abstract defining the study in 
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general terms.  The preferred method of interview was via telephone; however, if the 

participant indicated that he or she would be more comfortable receiving the interview 

questions via a MS Word document and answering them at a convenient time, this 

request was accommodated.  Once the interview time was set, the interview was 

conducted as agreed upon by the researcher and the participant.  In most cases, the 

interview details were handled between the investigator and the person of contact.  If the 

desired participants could not or would not take part in the study, snowball sampling was 

employed. 

The snowball sampling technique has been defined as accessing “informants 

through contact information that is provided by other informants.  This process was, by 

necessity, repetitive: informants refer the researcher to other informants, who are 

contacted by the researcher and then refer her or him to yet other informants” (Noy, 

2008, p. 330).  Using this sampling technique opened the possibility of continuing the 

study by interviewing second- or third-tier policymakers rather than defaulting to a 

method of simply documenting policy and legislative records.  Snowball sampling was 

used in the case of Poplar.  

Interview protocol.  The interview protocol consisted of five semistructured 

questions with specified prompts for each and allowed for expanded discussion within the 

parameters of the original questions (see Appendix A).  Although only five questions 

were asked, the following information was sought, using prompts as necessary.  For the 

establishment of the participant’s education epistemology, the following questions were 

asked: 
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Interview Protocol 

Establishment of education epistemology: 

 

1. Starting with your earliest formal educative encounter, describe your 

schooling experiences. 

2. What impact do you believe your education and work experiences have had 

on your decision-making process? 

Establishment of decision-making process: 

1. Outline your personal decision-making process regarding making policy 

decisions.  According to what criteria do you deem a policy to be valid or 

invalid? 

2. If you support a policy but there are no funds available, what process do you 

go through to adopt the policy?  

3. Are there any statements you would like to make regarding the 

implementation of free, full-access prekindergarten or about the impact of 

public education on the success of a nation?  

Additional follow-up questions were asked to pursue information that explicitly 

pertained to this dissertation’s research questions.  Notes were taken during the course of 

the interview to keep an accurate record of the answers provided to both the protocol 

questions as well as any subsequent, follow-up questions that were asked in the course of 

the interview.  To ensure that the five specific questions with accompanying prompts 

yielded the information being sought, a field test was conducted.  The superintendent of a 

local school division was interviewed using the procedure set forth for the participants of 

this study.  Based upon the results of the field test, conclusions were drawn regarding the 
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accuracy of the questions.  The protocol was not edited because the field test indicated 

that the questions would yield the appropriate information. 

After completing interviews with all participants and transcribing them, I coded 

the responses; once that process was completed, I conducted a cross-case analysis to 

identify whether there were similarities in the decision-making processes of the two 

different jurisdictional categories (Yin, 2003).  Further, the data were analyzed to 

determine whether cases chose one option over the other consistent with postulates of 

Buchanan, as referenced by Becker (1975), Psacharopoulos (1985), McFarland (1987), 

and Olssen et al. (2008), authors of the three theories in question.  Triangulation was 

accomplished by combining the knowledge of personal experiences of the participants as 

gained through the interview process, analysis of the documentation of their voting 

histories if applicable, and retrieval and analysis of any documented personal histories 

posted as profiles on their respective states’ Web sites or on other publicly available 

locations.  The latter analyses provided information to fill in gaps that interview answers 

did not satisfy.  In considering each of these aspects of the research in terms of the 

theoretical framework, it was expected that trends among the participants’ responses 

would emerge.  Emergent coding techniques were used to reveal trends.  

Data management.  Data were collected and organized using Excel.  Sorting was 

based on the questions, then emergent codes.  Within the triadic theory of power, 

McFarland (1987) discussed organized special interest groups.  For the purpose of this 

study, the special interest group consisted of the policymakers themselves.  Situations in 

which the interview responses provided information regarding the persuasion of a 

decision based on external interest groups were noted and considered.  The 



 

88 

 

countervailing forces within this study were the interests of the policymakers versus an 

alternative decision, specifically a policy supporting funding for UPK or not supporting 

UPK.  With consideration of public choice theory, coding was limited to whether or not 

the policymakers decided for the policy despite their own epistemology.  As noted by 

Olssen et al. (2004), Buchanan’s PCT suggests that public sector decision makers are 

unable to choose something without implementing their own bias.  Human capital theory 

was related back to the coding by establishing the necessity of free and full access to 

prekindergarten for all 4-year olds.  Psacharopoulos’s extensive, long-term work 

established a need for governments to begin educating their masses as early as possible as 

such an endeavor provides a worthy return on investment (Psacharopoulos, 1993; 

Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002; Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985).  

Analysis and interpretation.  As emergent codes could not be determined until 

data were collected, they were not immediately available.  Once patterns or trends were 

determined, matches were attempted.  I attempted to find related patterns of data from 

one participant’s responses to the others.  Once it appeared that there was or was not a 

linkage between the policymaker’s bias and his or her policy decisions, I attempted to 

determine whether the data supported or denied the proposition.  

Given that the cases might be easily identifiable, all attempts to offer anonymity 

were made, including assignment of pseudonyms to the units of analysis as well as their 

states, per research protocol.  Once transcripts were created they were saved on a 

password-protected laptop computer.  Being the only person with the password, I was the 

only one with access to the data.  Other limitations to this set of cases included the lack of 

participation on the part of busy policymakers, who may not have seen the value in such 



 

89 

 

research, and whether or not the respondent attended public or private school.  The latter 

was considered a limitation because public school reform was in question; if the 

respondent attended private school he or she added richness to the study.  Insofar as this 

was a limitation, it also was a function of the qualitative research process.  I proposed that 

there were differences in the decision-making process based on previous educative 

experiences.  As this notion is one of the ideas in PCT, this background history facilitated 

an important function in the outcome of this investigation.  As suggested in PCT, 

policymakers tend to make decisions based on that which is familiar and most closely 

related to their desires (Olssen et al., 2004).  By the very nature of this research, it was 

expected that each key actor’s own epistemology would play an important role in the 

outcome of the investigation.  Although it may be argued that individual epistemology 

does not represent bias but rather the policymaker’s specific frame, if such epistemology 

disables the policymaker from making unbiased opinions outside his or her frame, it is 

likely that bias is a factor.  In the event that desired participants were inaccessible, a plan 

was proposed to gain access to alternate participants.  After every attempt was made to 

gain access to the main participant in each state, the researcher contacted former 

secretaries of education, state superintendents, or equivalents where snowball effect was 

a possibility.  Poplar’s participant was obtained in this way.  The stipulation for 

participation was that the potential participant be responsible, at least in part, for 

decisions pertaining to the current policies being researched.  

Validity.  In an attempt to achieve validity, the following steps were taken.  

Construct validity was controlled by review of state political records in terms of UPK, 

consideration of the voting practices of the policymaker, and use of interview transcripts.  
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Internal validity was accomplished through the matching of emerging patterns and the 

discussion of alternative explanations for said pattern emergence.  An attempt was made 

to explain, through data, the reason for the emergence of the patterns and to provide a 

model depiction of patterns.  To achieve reliability, an interview protocol was used with 

each participant, and a database of responses was constructed to facilitate emergent 

coding.  The protocol was field tested with local-level policymakers. The questions were 

delivered in the format used for the study.  The responses were sorted for emergent 

coding.  It was determined that the answers yielded the types of questions that would 

provide quality data to support and validate the expected conclusions. 

Each participant was imbued with a certain set of values and life experiences that 

altered his or her ability to make decisions.  Some experiences added to the value of a 

policy decision, and other experiences limited the ability of the participant to make 

decisions that would positively impact educational reform.  It was expected that persons 

who were products of a public school system would be partial to the suppositions that the 

system was fixable in its current state and would be more in favor of it than against it.  

They might be less willing to endorse a reform option that altered how the school system 

was to be organized.  In an attempt to rectify this perceived limitation, I asked each 

participant about his or her earliest schooling experiences in the hope of obtaining that 

information; the participants also were asked how these experiences affected their 

decision-making process.  

Limitations.  With regard to further limitations, my personal epistemology played 

a role in the discovery of the research topic.  Isolation of the overarching research 

question was born of frustration with the current education system.  Having attended 
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public school from kindergarten through graduate school, where I earned a master’s 

degree, I was influenced by the infrastructure of public education policymaking for more 

than 30 years.  According to Freire (1970), and in line with my own belief system, 

civilized societies have a responsibility to the masses to ensure that the educative process 

is a part of everyday life.  Only good things can come from educating the masses; any 

leader who wants to build a strong citizenship should be a leader who sees public 

education not as a privilege but as a responsibility (Freire, 1970).  I believe that my life 

experiences have shaped my value system.  Within that value system is the central dogma 

and process of decision making.  Ingrained in one are life experiences that shape who one 

is; it is difficult to separate who one is from how one thinks.  Buchanan (1975) posited 

that public choice theory is governed by the necessity of strict methodological 

individualism where all concepts, all scrutiny, are determined by an individual’s 

considerations as a decision maker.  Ultimately, it is the individualism of the decision 

maker that drives the policy process.  

With something as important as educating the masses, there should be a more 

reliable filter than personal choice that drives policymakers to choose which policies stay 

and which do not.  I believe that if education policymakers were expected to consider 

policy outside the realm of their own experiences and subjectivity, education reform 

would truly commence.  In this belief lies my bias.  As an alumna of the public education 

system and the mother of future alumni, I felt great concern and believed with utmost 

certainty that this research should be conducted.  It is my hope that the conclusion of this 

dissertation will have a positive impact on the next course of action in public education, 

that reform will be ignited.  
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As illustrated in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, the literature exhibited a lack of 

information about the process policymakers follow in pursuing one policy over another.  I 

attempted to enumerate a trend in the epistemology of a policymaker and his or her 

willingness to make objective decisions about public education.  It is from this frame of 

reference that I developed the research questions.  

Are policymakers making policies in the best interest of their constituents or their 

own comfort?  As the mother of a school-aged child, I wanted to know.  It was the bias of 

the policymakers that I wished to expose and eliminate from their decision-making 

process.  To encourage forthright and honest responses, the identities of the participants 

were kept confidential with little harm to the research process itself.  Research implies a 

responsibility to protect participants because without them the research cannot continue 

in an honest and beneficial way.  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

The risks of this study were considered minimal, according to The George 

Washington University Institutional Review Board (IRB) criteria, but might have 

included some emotional stress or discomfort for the participant in answering the 

interview protocol.  There was a small chance that someone besides the principal 

investigator could learn the identity of the participants taking part in the study or 

somehow connect their names with the information collected about them and used in the 

data analysis, conclusions, and transcripts.  The following steps were taken to reduce this 

risk:  

1. As expected by the IRB, I promised anonymity to all participants.  
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2. I coded any written documentation, interview transcription, or personal voting 

histories collected with the pseudonyms assigned to the participants, thereby 

leaving no paper trail of indentification. 

3. I recoded any existing documentation of the participant or his or her 

respective state of residence to reflect the pseudonym assigned. 

4. I shredded any existing manuscripts with identifying information. 

5. From the time of the IRB approval, I kept with me at all times the only journal 

containing the true identity of the 10 participants.   

All of these measures were placed into effect as deemed necessary by the IRB although 

each participant was already in place as a public official. 

It was determined that the benefits outweighed the risks for this study.  Taking 

part in this research might not have helped the participants directly; however, the benefit 

to society is a better understanding of the decision-making process of policymakers with 

respect to public education policy decisions. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 The primary research question asked, “How do policymakers’ biases impact their 

decisions in crafting early public education initiatives?”  Secondary to the main question, 

I attempted to answer two other questions: Do policymakers perceive their decisions 

regarding public education to be in the best interest of the general public?  What political 

events have distinguished the decision-making process of those states that have P-12 

initiatives from those jurisdictions that had not implemented such policies?  Five 

interview questions were asked to obtain responses from the six participants in an attempt 

to help public policymakers make sense of their policies and policy decisions.  As I 

reviewed the responses from these high-level public officials, I noticed several trends in 

their responses. 

Although the interview protocol was the same for each of the participants, there 

were some differences in how the interviews were conducted.  For instance, one of the 

participants provided responses in a MS WORD ® document.  Perhaps use of this 

method altered the value of the answers because the participant had more time to consider 

his responses prior to actually responding; nevertheless, in every case the participant was 

provided the interview protocol ahead of time.  Two other sets of responses were 

obtained through snowball effect (Noy, 2008).  Poplar’s superintendent’s office replied 

that the superintendent would not have time to be interviewed.  Through a connection 

that cannot be identified for the purposes of anonymity, I was able to make contact with 

the most recent past state superintendent of Poplar.  Although he initially agreed to be 

interviewed, his time constraints prevented him from participating.  Before he declined he 

was able to put me in contact with the assistant superintendent of Poplar.  She was so 
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willing to be interviewed that we made initial contact and completed the interview within 

24 hours.  I found it interesting that the state superintendent was too busy to 

accommodate my request, but the assistant superintendent was very willing and offered 

many valuable pieces of data to the discussion.  The other participant acquired through 

snowball effect was from Sequoia.  At the last minute, Sequoia’s superintendent was 

called away on a family emergency; the assistant superintendent filled in.  At first, my 

nervous feelings were overwhelming as the constant thought of the stature of my 

participants never escaped me.  As the interviews continued, it became clear that these 

were hard-working people, who wanted the best they could provide for the children of 

their respective states. 

In the interest of organization, the data collected through the interviews were 

sorted by question.  In an effort to offer participants full anonymity, pseudonyms were 

applied to the states, the participants, and the names of the preschool programs.  Names 

of common trees were used to refer to the states.  There was no particular reason specific 

trees were selected; however, to honor anonymity, it was determined that the trees had no 

specific connection to the respective factual states.  Names of family and friends were 

applied to the participants; gender was preserved as it emerged as a code.  The 

pseudonyms for the preschool programs resulted from a collaborative effort among my 

immediate family including my 7-year-old daughter.  The following sections represent 

the culmination of data collection involving six interviews with commissioners and state 

or assistant state superintendents of schools. 

The occurrence of the codes used in this research developed organically.  There 

was no prior research on which to base current interview responses.  For that reason the 
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codes were emergent.  Some of the themes that ultimately led to the coding were 

expected, of course: for example, whom the respondent considered to be stakeholders.  

Some were surprising; I was not expecting a difference between females and males with 

regard to the logistics, duration, and structure of the interviews conducted.  Alternately, I 

did expect to find differences between states with traditionally liberal views and those 

with more conservative views; however, no codes emerged in one type of state that did 

not appear in the other type as well.  This finding is explained in more detail 

subsequently in this chapter.  The following is a presentation of the responses provided 

by the participants.  Some information about the nonrespondents was gathered in the 

interest of establishing demography. 

Description of Participants 

Demographic analysis of the participants revealed a nondiverse group of 

individuals.  Of the six respondents, four were Caucasian men late in their careers. A fifth 

Caucasian man would have been involved, as well, but was called away on a family 

emergency at the last minute.  The person who took his place was one of the two females 

in the participant group.  Although gender was known, race and ethnicity were not known 

prior to the interview.  Care was taken not to research specific details about a participant 

until an interview was obtained.  I was concerned that researcher bias might have been a 

factor if too much background information were known.  Material presented in Tables 3 

and 4 was obtained either by interview or research once the interviews were complete.  

Table 5 shows the breakdown of the political affiliations of the participants’ states.  As 

answers were analyzed, certain codes emerged that were intriguing.  
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Although interviews were not obtained from Maple, Elm, Pine, and Oak, 

demographic data were still collected.  Such data were collected to determine if there was 

any relationship among the states that either responded in the negative or did not respond 

at all.  In all cases, the following information was either given in the interview or 

discovered through research: (a) title; (b) elected or appointed; (c) public or private 

school as a child; (d) preschool; (e) doctorate or no doctorate; (f) if doctorate, field of 

study; (g) attendance at Harvard University or not; (h) presence of UPK; and (i) liberal or 

conservative state.  It is understandable that the presence of Harvard University in this list 

seems unusual; however, three participants had received degrees from Harvard.  As there 

were only 10 participants, the fact that 3 held Harvard degrees seemed important to 

mention.  It was unknown whether this factor had any impact on the outcome of the 

research, but it was an interesting detail.  The last demographic description, the political 

leaning of the state, was determined after the interviews were completed.  Additional 

information about this topic is presented subsequently in this chapter. 

 

Table 3. Demographic Breakdown of the Ten Original Participants by Response Status, 

Elected Status, Gender, and Harvard Degree 
 

State Participant Responded Elected Gender Harvard 

Poplar Caylin Skipper Yes No Female No 

Willow Joseph Rotan Yes No Male No 

Sequoia Roslyn Petry Yes No Female Yes 

Birch Rayce Carrington Yes No Male No 

Beech Raymond Theman Yes No Male No 

Sycamore Thomas Michaels Yes Yes Male No 

Maple Andrea Curtis No No Female No 

Elm Matthew Raegan No No Male Yes 

Pine Lily Breslin No No Female No 

Oak Taylor Dean No No Female Yes 



 

98 

 

Table 4. The Demographic Breakdown of the 10 Original Participants by Public or 

Private School, Preschool Attendance, Receipt of a Doctorate, and Doctoral Area of 

Study 
 

State Participant 
Public or Private 

School 
Preschool Doctorate 

Area of 

study 

Poplar Caylin 

Skipper 

Public No data No Public 

administration 

Willow Joseph 

Rotan 

Public No No Educational 

administration 

Sequoia Roslyn 

Petry 

Public Public No Law 

Birch Rayce 

Carrington 

Public or no 

kindergarten 

No Yes Educational 

administration 

Beech Raymond 

Theman 

Private, 

parochial 

No Yes Educational 

administration. 

Sycamore Thomas 

Michaels 

Public 

kindergarten; 

parochial 1-8; 

public high 

school 

No Yes Educational 

administration 

Maple Andrea 

Curtis 

No data No data No Public policy 

Elm Matthew 

Raegan 

No data No data Yes Law, 

Educational 

administration  

Pine Lily Breslin No data No data Yes Dentistry 

Oak Taylor Dean No data No data Yes Educational 

administration 
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Table 5. Demographic Breakdown of the Six Responding Participants by State’s Political 

Affiliation 

 

State Participant 

Conservative 

or liberal 

state (Jones, 

2009) 

Conservative or liberal 

governor 

Similar 

party 

Poplar Caylin Skipper Liberal Conservative No 

Willow Joseph Rotan Conservative Conservative Yes 

Sequoia Roslyn Petry Liberal Liberal Yes 

Birch Rayce Carrington Conservative Liberal No 

Beech Raymond Theman Liberal Liberal Yes 

Sycamore Thomas Michaels Liberal Conservative No 

 

The following specific question was asked to attain the demographic responses: 

“Starting with your earliest formal educative encounter, describe your schooling 

experiences.”  The richness of the responses was unexpected; the participants were 

forthcoming about many aspects of their lives in response to this question.  

Commissioner Thomas Michaels from Sycamore revealed, “I met my wife in grade 

school,” and even noted, “I remember taking a nap on the blue rug.”  He mentioned in 

response to a later question that he held the position as an elected rather than appointed 

official.  I had not considered previously the possibility of an elected-versus-appointed 

code; however, after receiving this information from the Sycamore participant, I attained 

the relative data from the other participants.  Commissioner Michaels was the only 

participant who originally had reported being elected to his position; later, however, 

codes were filtered through this frame.  Commissioner Lily Breslin of Pine also had been 

elected to her position; at the time this research was being conducted she was seeking 

reelection.  
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I did not consider the gender of the participants until I discovered that although 

roughly half of the original participants were female, only two of the responding 

participants were female.  Ironically, Roslyn Petry and Caylin Skipper were acquired as 

participants through snowball sampling (Noy, 2008); the original requested participants 

from both Sequoia and Poplar had been male.  Petry was asked, at the last minute, to fill 

in for her state commissioner as he had a family emergency and was called away.  

Skipper was a second-degree snowball respondent; the original requested participant 

declined to participate.  The next requested participant was the past state superintendent 

of Poplar.  He originally agreed but then declined because his workload prevented his 

having time to be interviewed.  He was kind enough to provide me with Skipper’s name 

as a possible replacement.  Ironically, she was the current assistant superintendent of 

Poplar and was able to speak with me with only 24 hours’ notice.  Petry also was the only 

responding participant to have had any preschool experience: “I started school at 2, 2 and 

a half years of age in the public Park District, then stayed through preschool.”  Both 

replacement participants ultimately provided rich information and added great depth to 

the data.  

One criterion that was not considered until the research process was completed 

was whether or not the participant held a doctoral degree.  Two participants did not have 

doctorates.  Further, most of the doctorates were in the field of educational 

administration; Petry’s highest degree was Juris Doctor.  The nonrespondent from Elm 

held both a Juris Doctor degree and a doctorate in educational administration.  

Interestingly, the nonrespondent from Pine was a medical doctor, with no educational 

work experience prior to running for her local school board.  Another interesting fact 
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emerged in the degree status information.  The secretary of education from Maple had a 

master’s degree in public policy; this was profoundly intriguing because her perspective 

would have been rich in terms of having a policy background rather than a working 

background in education.  Her testimony was pursued but ultimately not attained.  Oak’s 

commissioner of education, Taylor Dean, was defending her dissertation at the time of 

this research.  Interestingly, her defense date was the day I was seeking information about 

her doctoral status.  Her involvement with a dissertation could explain her lack of 

response to the request to take part in this study. 

Also considered in the demographic breakdown of the participants was whether 

they attended public or private school.  Everyone except Raymond Theman, from Beech, 

had at least some public schooling during their elementary, middle, and secondary 

education.  Theman attended private school for all of his elementary, middle, and 

secondary education.  He did not attend a public school of any kind until he pursued his 

master’s degree.  Michaels of Sycamore had a parochial education from grades one 

through eight; however, he attended public kindergarten and public high school. 

The final filter through which codes were determined was the presence of a 

universal prekindergarten program in the respective states, as this was the main focus of 

the research questions.  Of the six respondents, four had no program in place that offered 

universal access prekindergarten to 4-year olds, whereas the other two did have such a 

program.  Some did have preschool programs, but entrance was dependent upon specific 

criteria including, but not limited to, socioeconomic status and the presence of learning 

disabilities.  Willow, Sequoia, Poplar, and Birch each lacked a UPK program.  Beech and 

Sycamore each had a program in place that provided universal preschool access to all 4-
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year olds whose parents chose to take part in the program; such a program is defined as 

voluntary.  The state constitution for Sycamore included a requirement that the state 

provide children access to free, public education after they turn 4.  Of the 10 states 

identified, 5 had UPK programs and 5 did not.  Oak was the nonrespondent without UPK; 

Maple, Elm, and Pine all offered full access to their state funded, preschool programs.   

Interview Responses 

Once each participant’s epistemological frame was established, I could consider 

the participants’ responses to the other interview questions.  Several themes emerged in 

the data provided by the respondents.  The codes that seemed to resurface throughout the 

responses were the following: (a) research, (b) stakeholders, (c) stakeholders’ opinions, 

(d) experts’ opinions, (e) partial implementation or pilot program, (f) money or finance, 

(g) gender, (h) ethnicity or race, and (i) attendance at Harvard University.  The last code, 

Harvard, as previously mentioned, received representation for one reason.  Although this 

study was qualitative in nature, 3 of 10 participants’ having graduated from Harvard 

seemed to be a rather large number.  The Harvard variable is discussed further in Chapter 

5.   

Although not an emergent code, the political leaning of each state was considered 

with regard to influence over the decision-making process.  At first the participants’ 

states were filtered according to the 2008 presidential election results as cited by Gallup 

(Jones, 2009).  Two states, Birch and Willow generated a majority vote for John McCain 

in the 2008 election, whereas the other four, Sequoia, Sycamore, Poplar, and Beech had a 

majority vote for President Barack Obama (Jones, 2009).  Ultimately, it was decided that 
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this filter might not indicate an accurate portrayal of the political affiliation of the 

particular participant. 

The second filter to be considered was the political leaning of the state based on 

the party with which the state’s governor was affiliated.  Consideration of this variable 

changed the political status for three states from one party to the other.  The three that 

remained categorized in the same party were Willow, Sequoia, and Birch.  Willow was 

considered to be a conservative state based on the 2008 Gallup Poll (Jones, 2009) and 

was served by a Republican governor (“Governors’ Roster,” 2012).  Sequoia and Birch 

were categorized as liberal states based on their 2008 presidential election results (Jones, 

2009); those two states also had Democratic governors at the time of this study 

(“Governors’ Roster,” 2012).  In the course of the search I decided that there was no way 

to know the political affiliation of the participant without asking the question.  In the 

interest of the research questions, the data of the three remaining states whose affiliations 

were congruent were pursued and analyzed. 

Once filtered by both the 2008 presidential election results and the political 

affiliation of the current governors at the time this research was conducted, the data for 

Sequoia were compared to the data for Beech to determine whether trends existed among 

participants from liberal leaning states.  Likewise, Rotan’s data from Willow were 

compared to the data for Petry and Theman to determine if there were any trends that 

existed in the conservative state versus the liberal states.  

Comprehensive analysis of the data from the three states revealed the following 

findings.  In some cases, Petry’s and Theman’s responses had common themes, which 

differed from Willow’s Rotan.  In other cases, they all agreed, or Petry or Theman made 
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statements dissimilar from what the other liberal representative stated.  Following are 

examples.  When asked to outline their respective personal decision-making processes, 

both Petry and Theman spoke about the importance of the policy’s actually solving the 

problem. Theman stated, “Policies are valid when they achieve the desired results….  

[The policy] propose[s] a solution.”  Petry offered a similar sentiment: “Evaluate the 

program and identify the weakness; what kind of change is necessary?”  On this point, 

Rotan agreed: “I look for three things, surface appearance, real intent, and does the policy 

actually address the purpose for which it is intended?”  

The respondents from the liberal-leaning states both mentioned seeking 

stakeholder opinion; Rotan did not.  Further, Rotan failed to mention stakeholders at all 

during his interview; therefore, no data were collected to show his thoughts about the 

identity of his stakeholders.  No themes could be established with regard to stakeholders 

because Theman offered the answers to his interview questions via a WORD ® document 

and was not asked to identify his stakeholders.  When the information was sought 

subsequently, no response was obtained.  Consequently, no themes could be established 

regarding stakeholders.  

With regard to funding a policy with no available funds, all three participants 

were in agreement: They would to roll the policy out incrementally. Theman stated, 

“We’ll certainly look at a phase-in of the policy.”  Petry referred to the process as 

“streamlin[ing] implementation” and later said, “If the policy is necessary, push it 

through anyway.”  Willow’s Rotan added, “I see if the policy can be rolled out partially 

or incrementally.” Also with regard to the funding question, Theman and Petry both 

stated that they would seek private or alternative funding if public funds were not 



 

105 

 

available.  Rotan did not mention private funding or grants as a possibility.  Petry asked, 

“Is philanthropy available?”  He then stated, “[I] seek grants.”  Theman also spoke of 

grants: “If this is a policy that requires funding that we are unable to get through our state 

budget process, we go about finding alternative funding though competitive grants.” 

In the final comparison of the respondents based on their respective states’ 

political affiliations, Rotan and Petry agreed on many themes that emerged about public 

education’s having an effect on the success of the nation.  They both believed public 

education strengthens the nation, empowers children, strengthens the workforce, and 

creates better skill sets necessary for higher paying jobs.  Rotan worded his response in 

this way:  

The strength of our K-12 system determines the strength of our nation.  It 

empowers our children to get careers.  It strengthens our workforce.  It creates 

skills for higher end jobs.  It empowers kids to take advantage of opportunities 

that would not otherwise be available to them.  

 

Petry added,  

[It is] why I am in education: to help things get better.  Job skills and not having 

them is a problem in our country; check out Beckman’s human capital theory.  

Skilled workers will lead our country back to being more marketable globally.  In 

fact, Sequoia has added social/emotional standards kindergarten through 12
th

 

grade.  How do we build a society without education?  Education will help us 

return back to the way we were with workplace readiness.  An early start is really, 

really important. 

  

Theman did not respond to this part of the question.  Conclusions about the relevance of 

the liberal leaning versus the conservative leaning of the respondents are discussed in 

Chapter 5. 

When asked how their education and work experiences impacted their decision-

making process the participants gave varied responses.  Interestingly, the responses to 

this question ranged from a great impact to no impact at all.  Rotan from Willow said 
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that his experiences “changed the way I think about education.”  Rotan and Carrington 

from Birch both indicated that those factors defined not only what they looked for in a 

good school but also the qualities they looked for in a good teacher.  Rotan stated, “[My] 

experiences in school define what I look for in a good school, in good teachers.”  

Carrington said that his educative experience “had a positive impact” on his decision-

making process.  Theman noted that his experiences “taught me the value of work; 

provided me with practical knowledge, which I have put to work at the state level.”  

Michaels of Sycamore stated, “I do not believe my education experiences shaped my 

process more than my work experiences did; work experiences have framed my decision-

making process.”  He opined that his process was learned from his years of working in 

the industry and not from his schooling experiences.  He said, “Being a child of the ‘60s, 

school prepared me socially and academically.  [It helped me become] more of a 

consensus builder and collaborator.” 

Although Petry spoke for several minutes in answer to this question, returning to 

her response numerous times, it appeared that she had not answered the question at all.  

She spoke about the decisions she was driven to make during her education and career.  

For example, because of her racial demographic she was more sensitive to students with 

minority status: “Working with teachers and principals crystallized my desire to go to law 

school to address immigrants’ needs, specifically immigrant and English language learner 

(ELL) families.”  Petry continued, “Undocumented students pose a specific concern in 

terms of treatment in school and post high school.”  Petry observed that opportunities for 

advanced classes and magnet programs did not seem to come as readily to children of her 

minority status: “Most ELL students are not prepared for college.  One fifth of students 
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receive magnet services in my first district.”  It was for this reason, she noted, that she 

was driven to law school and ultimately became an advocate for underprivileged students 

in her state.  Although this anecdote was an example of a decision she had made, it did 

not speak to how her schooling experience impacted her decision-making process. 

Skipper of Poplar stated that many of the classes in her undergraduate and 

graduate studies required her to do a great deal of research and analysis.  It was for this 

reason, she posited, that she continues to ask many questions until “I have no more 

questions to ask.”  Skipper reported that she had professors and supervisors who 

“challenged” her to grow and provided good guidance.  Because of this encouragement, 

she said, “I seek multiple opinions from like-minded people as well as those with 

opposing views.  From this I attempt to build consensus around a decision that needs to 

be made.” 

Central to the research questions was the process by which these policymakers 

filtered their decisions.  The participants were asked to specifically outline their decision-

making process: “Outline your personal decision-making process regarding making 

policy decisions.”  Responses to this question conveyed a great deal of overlap among the 

respondents.  Rotan and Petry agreed that it was necessary to consider surface appearance 

as well as the true intent of the policy.  Rotan used the following words: “surface 

appearance; real intent.”  Petry was less concrete in her response but clear, nonetheless.  

She said that she “evaluates the intent of the program” and looks at “data and appearance 

of need.”  

Three respondents, Rotan, Petry, and Theman, insisted on knowing whether the 

policy actually addressed the problem.  They offered similar statements that collapsed 
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into one category: true intent.  Theman asked, will this policy “propose a solution?”  

Rotan asked, “Does this policy actually address the purpose for which it is intended?”  

Rotan, Petry, and Skipper had similar views about seeking advice.  Each stated 

that they sought advice from like-minded people as well as those with differing opinions.  

They agreed that one should weigh both sides of an issue before drawing a conclusion.  

Rotan stated, “I seek insight from trusted people.  I have an open-thinking process and 

often seek the opinions from people who are both like minded and have differing 

opinions.  [I] use both aspects to strengthen my own point of view.”  Petry agreed, 

stating, “[I create] ad hoc committees” and use the “expertise gathered on these 

committees.”  Skipper’s perspective was different in that she was not the actual 

superintendent of Poplar; she was the assistant superintendent whose job it was to 

research and write policy briefs and legislation for a myriad of stakeholders.  She 

continually spoke about the necessity to do research, stating, “I follow every lead until 

the policy is solid.” 

Along with Skipper, Theman and Petry also agreed that doing research was 

necessary, although Petry did not specifically refer to conducting research and Theman 

stated that he “gathered information.”  Petry’s statements indicated a number of themes 

for this question, which were collapsed into one: do research.  Some of these responses 

included “create ad hoc committees” and use the “expertise that is gathered on these 

committees” to determine necessity of a policy.  Petry also reported doing “geographic 

diversity studies” to attain knowledge of subculture needs.  She looked at “size of 

districts, rural versus urban, racial makeup, English language learner needs, special 

education needs.”  She sought information about what experts in the field of study related 
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to the policy were saying; she read their research.  Petry conducted “surveys and 

interview[ed] the general public in forums” to seek “information from their point of 

view,” and she asked, “What are other states doing and how are they doing it?”  As a 

collective theme, each of these data points was coded under the umbrella of “do 

research.”  

Interestingly, only one policymaker, Petry, asked, with regard to the funding, “[Is 

this] policy or change in policy necessary?”  She noted that it was important to know 

about “the needs and the reason for those needs before summarily placing a policy” over 

her faculty.  Another decision filter used sparingly was discussion with other states about 

their policy and practice.  Skipper and Petry both stated that they considered the policies 

of other states and the impacts on those states’ populations, seeking to determine which 

grants would be available if state funding were not.  Skipper stated, when asked about 

determining validity, “[I] talk to everyone, other states.”  Petry added, “Ask yourself, 

‘What are other states doing and how are they doing it?’”  A common theme with 

Theman, Petry also created a timeline for implementation to check for feasibility. 

Unique to Carrington was a remark about the work of Deming.  Carrington 

described total quality management: “…a systemic approach to decision making.  I use a 

very systemic approach.  Who are the stakeholders; who are the customers?  What are 

their needs?”  From this response he launched into a discussion regarding the identity of 

his stakeholders.  Of the six respondents, five mentioned stakeholders.  The educational 

leaders of Sequoia, Birch, Beech, Poplar, and Sycamore all believed that seeking the 

opinions of stakeholders was necessary in deciding for or against a particular policy.  The 

list of stakeholders varied among respondents; on the list were the following groups: (a) 
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state and local boards of education (Poplar, Sequoia, and Sycamore); (b) advocacy groups 

(Sequoia and Sycamore); (c) teachers (Poplar, Sequoia, and Sycamore); (d) 

administrators (Poplar, Sequoia, and Sycamore); (e) parents (Poplar, Sequoia, Birch, and 

Sycamore); (f) private funding streams or philanthropists (Sequoia); (g) postsecondary 

education (Birch); (h) the state legislatures (Poplar and Birch); (i) military (Birch); (j) 

business leaders (Birch); (k) taxpayers (Birch); (l) students (Poplar and Birch); and (m) 

unions (Sycamore).  Perplexing was the fact that only Birch considered taxpayers and 

that Birch and Poplar were the only two to mention students as stakeholders.  As public 

education is meant to serve the general public, it seemed likely that more participants 

would have considered their stakeholders to be parents, students, and taxpayers.  Only 

two respondents listed the latter two, whereas Petry, Carrington, and Michaels each 

named parents as stakeholders.  

The second set of questions was designed to determine the decision-making 

process of the participants.  Question one of the second set offered two-pronged response 

options.  The first set of responses, as previously discussed, were about the respondents’ 

specific decision-making processes. The second prong asked how the participants would 

go about deeming a policy to be valid or invalid.  Oddly, only two respondents mentioned 

research in this regard; Petry and Skipper agreed that research was the main indicator of 

the validity of a policy.  Skipper mentioned it numerous times throughout each of her 

responses.  She stated repeatedly,  

One should do research until there are no more questions left to be asked.  I do 

lots of research.  I talk to everyone, other states, national organizations, and pull 

together all the information that has been gathered and filter out the unnecessary 

details, then collapse it into the important details.  A policy is valid when the 

research supports it.  
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Petry reported doing research, as well; she said, “Research is conducted of our own and 

from other stakeholders, which are experienced in the particular field of study.”  From 

that answer two other codes were extrapolated: stakeholder’s opinions and the opinions 

of experts.  Theman stated that he monitored in-place policies for results: “Policies are 

valid when they achieve the desired results, so we monitor implementation closely.”  

Sycamore’s Thomas asked specific questions: Will the policy be supported upon 

implementation?  Are the people in the most need being helped by said policy?  Does the 

policy benefit the majority of people?  Rotan and Carrington did not offer any criteria for 

validity in response to this question. 

Once it was established how the respondents chose a policy and deemed it valid, 

they were asked what they did to adopt a policy for which there was no funding.  Three 

indicated that they would roll the policy out in increments.  Poplar’s Skipper laughingly 

said, “That happens a lot.  There is never enough money.”  Theman stated, “We’ll 

certainly look at phase-in of a policy if that makes sense.”  Petry stated it in this way: “I 

would look to streamline implementation.”  Rotan asked, “Are we assuming the policy 

has been adopted?”  When I replied, “Yes,” he said, “So, if a policy is necessary I seek to 

partially roll it out as best as possible.”  Skipper agreed: “Run a pilot on a smaller scale or 

have a partial roll-out.”  This process allowed funding to be sought and received 

gradually rather than in a lump sum referendum.  Partial implementation seemed to be a 

theme throughout the interviews.  

Birch’s Carrington offered the most options for the funding roadblock.  His many 

steps to adopt a policy for which there was no money included seeking grants and 

alternate funding, redirecting existing funds, improving the efficiency of other policies, or 
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“simply find[ing] the money.”  Other policymakers who reported seeking alternate 

funding or grants included Petry, Theman, and Michaels.  It was interesting that no one 

sought additional funding from their state budgets.  As did Carrington, Michaels sought 

to redirect funding, ultimately, “[to] adopt the policy anyway.”  He reported that he “[ran] 

pilot programs for specific aspects of the [Race to the Top] grant even though there was 

no funding to do so.”  This situation was mentioned because Sycamore had not won the 

Race to the Top Grant but Michaels believed heavily in the benefits of the grant.  He 

attempted to adopt parts of the grant requirements although his state did not win it.  His 

action was commendable: I asked what they would do when a policy was worthwhile and 

there was no money to fund it; Michaels was living his answer.  He was simply adopting 

elements of the grant that would be most beneficial to his state. 

The final question requested unfettered thoughts from the respondents: “Are there 

any statements you would like to make regarding the implementation of free, full-access 

prekindergarten or about the impact of public education on the success of our nation?”  

Each participant offered a statement about the former part of the question; all but Theman 

offered a response to the latter part of the question, as well. 

Willow’s Rotan spoke briefly about free, full access to preschool.  He stated that 

he saw the value in intervening with children considered to be in high-risk categories.  He 

indicated, however, that there was a “fine line in government stepping into the role of 

parent, assuming that we can do a better job.”  It should be noted that Willow did not 

have any type of preschool program other than a minimal Head Start-type program at the 

beginning of this research in 2008 (Barnett et al., 2008).  As of the 2010 data, Willow had 

moved forward with a state-funded preschool program for at-risk children only (Barnett 
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et al., 2010).  Rotan’s answer seemed to coincide with the policy implementation of UPK 

in Willow.  This public policymaker appeared to have inserted his personal feelings into 

his policymaking.  Rotan was very enthusiastic in responding to this portion of the 

question.  He talked about the impact of public education on the success of the nation: 

The strength of our K-12 system determines the strength of our nation.  It 

empowers our children to get careers; it strengthens our workforce.  It creates 

skills for higher end jobs; it empowers kids to take advantage of opportunities that 

would not otherwise be available to them.  

 

Petry’s responses were markedly focused.  She spoke with much passion about 

each of the aspects of the question.  With regard to free, full-access prekindergarten, 

Petry stated,  

[We must] build high-quality programs, show results or move to a better program, 

cut programs whose results are not what was expected.  Programs must be of the 

highest quality to ensure that they do not get cut [from state funding], and a UPK 

program must meet those who are in the highest need. 

 

On the subject of the success of the nation and public education, Petry asserted, 

“It is why I am in education…to help things get better.”  She added that not having job 

skills is a problem in the United States: “Skilled workers [can] lead our country back to 

being more marketable globally.”  She asked a question that has remained with me: 

“How can we build a society without education?”  She continued, stating that education 

will help us “return back to the way we were” with workplace readiness; “an early start is 

really, really important.”  She suggested that I “check out Beckman’s human choice 

theory.”  As this theory was one of my theoretical scaffolds, it was important to note this 

comment.  The responses of this participant were passion filled and forthright.  It was 

compelling to listen to her conviction as she offered her heartfelt responses. 



 

114 

 

Because Theman provided his answers in a WORD ® document, the following is 

his verbatim response: 

Beech has a long history of support for early childhood development, and the 

research favoring strong early learning programs is certainly there.  We know that 

it is the most optimal time for learning and assimilation to the classroom, and a 

good early learning program can help us avoid remediation later.  At the same 

time, Beech—like most other states—has fiscal challenges.  We’ll continue to 

advocate for strong funding for all of our programs.  They have helped our state 

maintain its number one ranking in the nation for 4 straight years. 

 

Theman did not respond to the latter part of the question.  Interestingly, he was one of 

two respondents who acknowledged the massive quantity of literature in support of the 

validity and necessity of UPK. 

The responses from Birch’s Carrington were provided in precise bulleted 

comments:  

…preschool for all children, especially poor children; we will never close the 

achievement gap without UPK; without public school education we would not be 

successful and could not continue to be a successful nation; people should stop 

trying to send public funding to private schools; we have a moral obligation to 

provide free public education; it is a civil right.  

 

Carrington offered one additional response, but its content was too revealing of his 

identity.  Therefore, it has been omitted. 

Thomas of Sycamore was a man of few words regarding the subject of UPK.  He 

stated that it was “easy to support” because of the “mass amount of research that supports 

it.”  He reported that a large proportion of school districts in Sycamore had free, full 

access with “great success.”  Again, Thomas was the second to acknowledge this fact 

about UPK research; he concluded this response by saying, “[I] absolutely support UPK.”  

In response to the latter part of the question dealing with the success of the nation with 

regard to public education, Thomas stated,  
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Public education is the only way to re-create something that has disappeared in 

America in the last 20-30 years [dramatic pause]: the middle class.  Without 

commitment from the state and federal government we will never get it back, and 

this is a great threat to our freedom.  

 

Skipper of Poplar spoke briefly about each topic.  She reiterated points she had 

made early in her interview about preschool programs’ needing to be of the highest 

quality: “[It is] important that the program be high quality, even if it is not universal.”  

Skipper believed in a free, full-access system for preschool but was all too aware of the 

budget constraints.  She said, “The idea that the program be of the highest quality is 

priority even if you start with the children at highest risk.” 

With regard to the success of the nation, she said that public education is the 

“most important thing our government does, the most important thing at all [long 

pause]—preparing our children for their future.”  She then segued into a conversation 

about the lack of value placed on public educators, and we engaged in a brief side 

discussion.  She spoke about treating teachers better and being encouraged by the young 

persons who enter the practice knowing that very little value will be placed upon their 

skills. 

Overall, the participants’ responses were both overwhelming and full of richness.  

I was taken aback by the honesty and forthrightness of the answers.  Although the 

interview process was a daunting task at the outset, my experience was that the public 

servants wanted to talk about their decision-making process; these very busy people took 

time to speak to me at one of the two busiest times of the academic year.  Legislatures 

were in session across the nation.  Rotan from Willow left a meeting “on the hill” to 

come back to his office for our interview.  Acts like that indicated the importance of this 

body of research to the participants.  
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From these data, conclusions were drawn.  Especially interesting to me were the 

answers that the participants had in common with one another.  Also interesting were the 

responses that I had expected but did not receive, and, further, that which I deduced from 

what was not being said.  Sometimes the greatest information can be derived from 

reading between the lines.  Chapter 5 offers insight and conclusions drawn from what 

was said as well as what was left unspoken.    
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

It is time to challenge the popular view of education in America if this country is 

to regain and maintain a place in the global economy.  Currently, however, available 

preschool opportunities are limited and weak (Maeroff, 2003).  Maeroff concluded that 

the power to make a change lies in the youngest children and the programs that are meant 

to serve them, stating,  

The United States has historically undervalued its youngest children.  Programs 

for those younger than five are generally weaker, facilities less adequate and 

financial support from government sources less sufficient.  While much is said 

these days about leaving no child behind, close to nothing is being done to keep 

more youngsters in the race for life’s blessings. (p. 1) 

 

Policymakers have deep ties with the public school system.  They are entrenched in the 

educative process that has been relatively unchanged for more than 139 years (Sass, 

2008) and have been unable or unwilling to make true reform decisions because of those 

ties. 

As previously noted, the United States had a dropout rate of 8% in 2008 (U.S. 

Department of Education, n.d.); this rate is unacceptable. This dropout rate occurred 4 

years after the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

of 1965, now known as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  With the ESEA now 

more than 44 years old, the government has attempted to improve public education 

through reforms and standards.  There are remaining questions to answer.  If the nation 

truly has been attempting to make a change, why are 8 of every 100 children that enter 

the public education system still being lost?  What will the nation’s representatives do to 

ensure they are making the best possible decisions for children to safeguard their 
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education?  What will be done to prepare students for the globally marketable job skills 

they will need upon their graduation? 

For this chapter, I reviewed the research questions and summarized my findings.  

Interpretations of the data were made based on the critical literature review.  With careful 

scrutiny I analyzed what the participants said to illuminate any trends in their decision-

making process.  Once analysis was complete, I integrated the interpreted data into the 

theoretical framework to determine whether the data trended in the predicted direction.  

Upon further analysis of the data I discovered that some ideas were left unsaid.  These 

concepts were explored, as well.  

Summation of Findings 

As the coding process was taking place, many factors emerged that were 

intriguing.  The most predominant codes indicated whether the participant attended a 

public, private, or nontraditional school and whether the participant’s state had free, full-

access prekindergarten.  Other emergent codes included (a) gender and ethnicity; (b) 

research, including expert opinions; (c) stakeholders; (d) stakeholder opinions; (e) 

funding; (g) partial or pilot implementation of a policy; and (h) attendance at Harvard. 

The question designed to obtain background information about the participants’ 

formative years requested that they describe their schooling years from their earliest 

memories.  The breadth and depth of the answers to this question were intriguing.  

Although this question was designed to discover whether participants attended public, 

private, or some other type of school, it provided insight into the childhood experiences 

that molded the participants’ lives.  
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Defending the codes.  This section explains the reasons for elaborating on certain 

codes.  The organization of this section is based on the perceived logical progression of 

the ways in which these codes are related to each other and the interpreted importance of 

their impact on the results of this study.  The order was previously defined.  Through 

careful analysis of the data, this perceived level of importance was determined. 

Attendance at a public, private, or nontraditional school.  The education of the 

participants may have played a role in their decision-making process.  Of the six 

respondents, four were from states with limited access to universal preschool.  Those four 

participants received a traditional K-12 education in a public school setting; one of the 

four received public preschool services and one had no kindergarten experience at all.  

The remaining two respondents were from states with free, full-access preschool.  Both 

of those participants, Theman and Michaels, had some private school education as well.  

Theman received only a private school education; he did not attend public school until he 

entered his master’s level of study.  Michaels attended parochial school from first through 

eighth grade.  After researching public choice theory, I had believed that such a situation 

would be the case: that those state department of education heads with less traditional or 

private education would be the ones to vote for free, full-access preschool.  The 

participants’ responses confirmed that prediction.  Further, those participants with more 

traditional public education were the heads of states with limited access.  According to 

Buchanan, as cited by Olssen et al. (2004), one can assume that the driving force behind a 

public policymaker’s decisions is the intrinsic nature of his or her values and beliefs.  If 

one is educated through a public K-12 system, it may be assumed that there is a comfort 

or affinity for that system.  This propensity may make it difficult to change the system in 
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a way that makes it unrecognizable from the comfortable original configuration.  This 

trend in itself is cause for future study.  

Gender and ethnicity.  Gender and ethnicity presented an intriguing element to 

the responses; I had not previously considered these factors as codes.  By the time the 

first woman was interviewed three men already had been interviewed.  Roslyn Petry had 

an afternoon appointment; I expected to speak with her for about 25 minutes as that was 

approximately how long the other interviews had lasted.  After 72 minutes, all the 

questions had been asked, and I began to consider ways to complete the conversation.  

Petry went off on many tangents and spoke at great length about her own experiences in 

her life and her career.  She spent the most time speaking about how her educative and 

work experiences influenced her decision-making process.  In this regard, she spoke more 

about the chain of events that caused her to make decisions and the resulting decisions 

that were made.  In reading and rereading the transcript repeatedly, I discovered that her 

response showed how each of her educative and work experiences caused her to make 

another decision.  

For example, her experiences as a student in her school district drove her decision 

to return there as a teacher after college.  I was feverishly taking notes on every word she 

said; it never occurred to me that she was not answering the question.  Nevertheless, her 

responses did provide rich insight into her motivation and compassion.  Petry affirmed 

that her decision to enter education was heavily influenced by the positive experiences 

she had in her schooling: “Because of [my] educative experience in my district, [I went] 

back to work in that school system.”  She was a teacher for 2 years but realized that her 

“experience was not typical of the average minority student.”  Petry declared that she 
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was, in her words, a Latina.  Her parents had done a good job of making sure she had 

access to “prep or gifted and magnet programs.”  As a teacher in the district, she 

discovered that “these course offerings were only offered to one fifth of the [minority] 

students in the school system.”  Petry made other observations regarding the lack of 

opportunity afforded Latino students: “Most are not prepared for college; magnet or 

college preparatory classes are not offered along with special education and English 

language learner (ELL) classes.”  She said, “Well-intended guidance counselors went to 

both extremes with undocumented students in terms of college opportunities.  Some said 

that college was possible; others said it was impossible.” 

Petry’s status as a Latin American may have played a role in her awareness of this 

inequality.  She stated several times that throughout her career she had made it a point to 

“continue to impact early childhood education policy specifically in terms of immigrants, 

Latinos, ELL, and bilingual prekindergarten.”  Would she have been able to be aware of 

such issues had she not had minority status herself?  Further research is suggested to 

discover what role ethnicity plays in the decision-making process.  Also of interest was 

how her gender affected her ability to have this insight.  Only two women were 

interviewed.  The tone of their interviews was certainly more compassionate but less 

tangible.  What role, if any did gender play?  

 Caylin Skipper of Poplar was the other woman interviewed.  Although she was 

invited into the study through snowball sampling and did not truly fit the original position 

criterion, protocol was in place that allowed her to be interviewed in the place of the 

initial participant.  We spoke for approximately 40 minutes, roughly twice as long as any 

interview with her male counterparts.  We, too, went off on a few tangents in our 



 

122 

 

discussion.  The men who were interviewed did not pursue departures in the conversation 

in the same way the women did.  The information presented by the men was concrete and 

focused.  It was unknown if this was truly a gender difference or simply a function of the 

particular people I interviewed.  Conceivably, it was related to the fact that, as a woman, 

my level of comfort was higher with the women.  Perhaps there are men in this position 

that would have talked to me for more than an hour; perhaps there are women that would 

have spoken to me no longer than 15 minutes.  Nevertheless, in this pool of participants, 

gender seemed to play a role with regard to this aspect of the interview process. 

 A third difference between the men and the women was the tone of the 

conversation.  Conversations with the men felt more like formal interviews, very 

structured and succinct.  With each of the women the interview was more of an exchange 

of ideas or a conversation.  In fact, in our e-mail correspondence I let Skipper know that 

if her time was too constrained that she was welcome to answer the questions in a WORD 

® document.  She replied, “I think it might be more interesting to have a conversation.”  

In contrast, two of the men requested that they simply answer the questions and e-mail 

the responses back to me.  Was this request a function of gender or time constraint?  The 

answer is unknown, but I think it is interesting and worthy of further study. 

Research.  Nearly every respondent mentioned research.  They all reported 

research to be part of their decision-making process.  Some of the participants went to 

great lengths to gather research themselves, whereas others had committees or groups of 

people to conduct research on their behalf.  For example, in response to the first question, 

Skipper mentioned research; in fact, she mentioned research in each of her responses.  

About her schooling experiences she attested, “[I learned to] gather information, gather 
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alternative points of view.”  To sum up her view of the necessity of research, Skipper 

declared, “Ask questions until you feel you have no more questions to ask.”  So ingrained 

was Skipper’s reliance on research that she exclaimed, “There is a moment of ‘YES! This 

is it!’ that is an emotional response to the research. This is when I know that the work is 

done.” 

Petry offered this comment about research: “Identify the needs and appearance of 

needs.  Collect data and reasons for change in policy; do surveys.”  Rotan did his own 

research, stating, “I do my own analysis of a policy.  I look for the real intent.  I have an 

open thinking process.”  Theman was precise when he responded, “Gather information; 

weigh positives and negatives.”  Michaels conducted his own investigation and had a 

policy staff to conduct research as well.  He sought research to “support new policy” 

changes.  

Expert opinion.  One code that was also reoccurring through all but one 

respondent’s responses was that of seeking expert opinion when deciding on a policy.  

Skipper reported that she gathered “a variety of alternate points of view” and “talk[ed] to 

everyone: other states, national organizations, e-mail everyone I can think of that may 

have input that is viable and valuable.”  Petry also sought the opinions of experts: 

“Expertise is gathered from ad hoc committees” that are “experienced in a particular 

field.”  She also asked, “What does the advocacy say?”  Rotan stated that he sought 

“insight from trusted people…that are likeminded and of differing opinions.”  Michaels 

had a policy staff whom he consulted when opinions were needed from others.  

Stakeholders.  Carrington was the only one that did not mention traditional fact-

gathering research as part of his decision-making process.  He did mention that he tried to 
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learn of the needs of his “customers.”  He then referred to his customers as his 

“stakeholders” and spoke about the importance of discovering their needs.  He was the 

only one to describe his stakeholders as customers.  Public education has many customers 

with stakes in the success of the process.  Nevertheless, all but one respondent failed to 

mention stakeholders during the interviews.  The idea of stakeholders was not something 

that was specifically mentioned in the interview protocol, but when it came up in the 

responses, I asked participants to identify their stakeholders.  Theman, the only 

participant to provide written answers, mentioned stakeholders but did not define the 

term.  

A difference in the concept of stakeholders was revealed during the interview 

with the one participant who had been elected to his position.  I did not consider 

stakeholders as a theme until Thomas Michaels of Sycamore mentioned the concept.  

Michaels’s response regarding stakeholders consisted of a more concise list than that 

provided by the others participants: boards of education, advocacy groups, teachers and 

administrators, parents, and unions. Michaels was the only one to mention unions; 

however, he failed to list taxpayers.  McFarland (1987) might have found this to be 

interesting as these two groups would be considered countervailing powers.  It could be 

hypothesized, based on McFarland’s work, that an elected official certainly would view 

taxpayers as a stakeholder group. 

Also surprising about the list of stakeholders was that only two participants, Petry 

and Skipper, considered students to be stakeholders.  Another interesting stakeholder 

group to be mentioned was the military.  Carrington of Birch listed the military, as well 

as business leaders, as stakeholders; he also considered postsecondary education as a 
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stakeholder.  By collapsing the codes, I determined that the theme of Carrington’s 

stakeholder list was preparation for the students’ futures.  I based this assumption upon 

the number of listed stakeholders whose responsibility was providing individuals with 

skills necessary for success beyond public school.  What role do one’s perceived 

stakeholders play in one’s decision-making process?  Although the theme of stakeholders 

was not central to this research, further study is suggested to determine if a leader’s 

perceptions of stakeholders impact his or her policy decision making.  McFarland’s work 

would be instrumental in such a study. 

Stakeholder opinion.  Although stakeholders were mentioned by most of the 

participants, the act of seeking stakeholders’ opinions also emerged as a stand-alone 

code.  Skipper mentioned seeking the needs of “children, parents, and teachers” and 

asking if the policy “makes sense” for their needs.  Petry added that, as part of her 

decision-making process, she “reach[ed] out to stakeholders.”  She also conducted 

geographic studies to determine if a policy was sound regionally: “Geographic diversity 

studies seeking size of district, rural or urban, racial make-up, ELL needs, special 

education needs” were types of information sought from the stakeholder perspective.  

Then, if a “substantive change or shift” was needed, Petry “[sought] the stakeholder’s 

approval.” 

Michaels stated that he considered stakeholders according to the issue: “For 

example, in terms of educator effectiveness I consider the opinions of unions, school 

boards, principals, superintendents.  If it is seclusion or restraint in special education I ask 

parents, advocates, teachers, administrators.”  As previously noted, Carrington viewed his 
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stakeholders as customers and therefore “consider[ed] the needs” of his stakeholders as 

he completed his “systemic approach” to decision making. 

Funding.  The topic of money was mentioned by many participants.  The specific 

question asked about funding a policy for which there was no money.  Skipper 

concluded, “There is never enough money.”  Petry listed many ways through which she 

sought funding when there was none: “[I] seek grants like Race to the Top and Early 

Learn Challenge.”  She asked, “Is philanthropy available?”  Theman had a different take: 

“Not all policies require funding.  That said, if this is a policy that requires funding that 

we are unable to get from our state budget process, we go about finding alternative 

funding through competitive grants.”  Michaels’s approach was to “reallocate funds” or 

“find external funding streams.”  Agreeing with Michaels, Carrington stated, “One way is 

to redirect existing funding, save money by improving efficiencies elsewhere in the 

budget, and look for grants and other funding streams.  [I] simply find the money.”  

Carrington’s final thought was, “Never let a lack of funding stop policy adoption.” 

Based upon these quotes, it appears that the interviewed policymakers did not let 

lack of funding stop them from supporting a worthwhile policy.  They were resourceful 

in seeking money.  As a suggestion for future study, the following question seems worthy 

of investigation: What types of policies are treated with greater priority when funding is a 

problem?  Further, how many policy adoptions are unfulfilled due to lack of funding?  

What processes do policymakers go through to adopt the unfunded policies they believe 

to be valid and necessary?  Partial rollout of a policy and pilot programs are two proposed 

solutions. 
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Partial rollout or pilot programs.  All of the participants stated that they would, 

in the absence of funding, either conduct a partial roll out of a policy or program or 

implement a pilot version.  Skipper stated, “Remember that there is always something 

that can be done.  Run a pilot program; have a partial rollout.”  Petry concluded, “Push 

the policy anyway.”  Rotan affirmed, “I see if the policy can be rolled out partially or 

incrementally; I seek to partially roll out as best as possible.”  Theman added to his 

discussion of lack of funding, “We’ll certainly look at a phase-in policy.”  Michaels 

suggested implementing “pilot programs for specific aspects” of a policy when funding 

cannot be secured.  

Harvard University degree.  As I was seeking background information for all of 

the invited participants something unusual became apparent: Three initial participants had 

earned degrees from Harvard University.  Although this was not a quantitative study, 3 of 

10 represented a rather large proportion based upon coincidence.  The question arose: Is 

there something about the type of person driven to go to Harvard that prepares him or her 

for a career in school leadership?  Roslyn Petry graduated from Harvard Law School, 

Matthew Raegan of Elm earned a doctorate in school leadership at the Harvard School of 

Education, and Taylor Dean of Oak held a master’s degree in public policy from 

Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.  What role does Harvard University play in 

the field of public education policy?     

Political Affiliation 

Political affiliation was not a variable upon which this research was based; 

however, while I was conducting the study the idea arose that political party association 

might have an impact on the types of policies under consideration.  Therefore, the 
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political affiliation of each of the respondents was exhaustively analyzed.  It was 

determined that there was no way to determine the respondent’s true, versus assumed, 

affiliation without asking the question, specifically.  Two filters were used, the 2008 

presidential election statewide results and the party with whom the governor was 

associated.  When filtered in this way the following common themes surfaced.  Both 

respondents from the liberal-leaning states spoke about seeking private funding to adopt 

policies that would otherwise be unfunded.  The conservative-leaning state’s 

representative did not mention private funding as an option.  Both liberal-leaning state 

representatives spoke about the necessity of stakeholder opinion whereas the respondent 

from the conservative-leaning state did not mention stakeholders in any of his answers.  

The final question regarding the success of the nation with regard to public education was 

unanswered by Theman.  Responses from Rotan and Petry reflected many common 

themes.  Ultimately, I concluded that party affiliation had little bearing on decision 

making.  The likelihood is noted, however, that not enough information was collected to 

determine relative affiliation with a particular party.  Although it may be true that the 

majority vote in the presidential election, as reported in the results of the Gallup Poll of 

the 2008 election (Jones, 2009) as well as the party associated with the state’s current 

governor represent a fair assumption of the party affiliation of each respondent, it is still 

just an assumption.  Unless the participant specifically declared himself or herself to be 

affiliated with one party or the other, as was the case with Sycamore’s elected Thomas 

Michaels who was a declared nonpartisan, only assumptions could be made. 
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Themes That Were Not Mentioned 

A number of conclusions were based on the words the participants used to 

formulate their responses.  Equally as important were the things they did not say.  For 

example, when asked about adopting policies for which there was no money, the 

respondents had many ideas of how to attain the funding.  Multiple funding streams were 

mentioned, from finding grants, employing philanthropists, and incrementing rollout.  No 

one said that they would go back to their state legislatures and ask for more money.  No 

one mentioned seeking a referendum.  No one mentioned any public funding streams at 

all.  This finding was curious in that if one were to ask these same respondents about 

privatization of public education, it may be assumed they would not support it.  Yet, each 

of the alternative money lines mentioned was essentially private or competitive.  A future 

study could determine whether a similar sample of these educational leaders might be for 

or against the privatization of public education.  More specifically, it would be 

worthwhile to determine whether state boards of education would be willing to consider 

free, full-access prekindergarten as a privatized program.   

Answering the Critical Literature 

A number of ideas were researched in the building of this study.  The concept of 

universal prekindergarten and its efficacy were the focal points of the research.  The 

study presents the historical perspective and political implications of educating young 

children.  Existing programs, including their success, were examined.  As the research 

unfolded, a gap in the information was revealed.  Through the research protocol 10 states 

were identified as having the specific criteria to qualify as part of the research group.  

Their state-offered programs also were examined to discover specific data including 
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enrollment figures, per-pupil spending, teacher licensure, building usage, and success of 

the students in kindergarten and throughout their schooling.  

In an effort to eliminate the idea that there was a gap in the research about teacher 

efficacy and licensure, the two subjects were studied exhaustively.  Every conceivable 

aspect of the topics was searched and presented, including funding, licensure types, 

university and other types of training programs, labor census data, teacher retention, and 

the social implications of prekindergarten.  No gaps arose except for the topic of political 

implications, specifically in terms of choosing to offer prekindergarten, with limited or 

unlimited access.  Through the critical literature review I discovered a gap in the 

available research regarding the decision-making filters in place for public policymakers 

to use in validating public education policy.  Upon further research three overarching 

theories were revealed: public choice theory, human capital theory, and the triadic theory 

of power.  Based upon these three theories, the research questions were developed.     

Answers to the Research Questions 

Buchanan was not an educator; he was an economist.  He wrote about several 

aspects of the economy, but the aspect most relevant to this research was the public 

choice theory (PCT).  With regard to the theoretical framework for this dissertation, PCT 

states that it is easy for private industry leaders to make tough decisions against their own 

grain because their bottom line either costs or makes their stakeholders money; the risk 

has tangible rewards (Olssen et al., 2004).  Public policymakers make choices on behalf 

of their constituency but the bottom line is much more difficult to measure than data on a 

balance spreadsheet (Olssen et al., 2004). 
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Becker developed human capital theory (HCT).  His premise was that people’s 

contributions to an organization can be quantified in terms of product output (Becker, 

1975).  Using Becker’s work as a foundation, Psacharopoulos studied the impact of HCT 

as related to the gross domestic product (GDP) of different countries and the public 

education offered in that country.  He quantified the GDP and related it to how much 

money a country spends on public education; he called this a “return on investment” 

(Psacharopoulos, 1993; Psacharopoulos & Woodall, 1985).  Psacharopoulos made 

specific assumptions about a country’s GDP based on whether the country had a 

preschool program or on how early a country started educating its masses.  

Psacharopoulos concluded that preschool was the single best investment a country can 

put forth for its citizens (Psacharopoulos, 1993). 

Additionally, the work of McFarland (1987) was considered in terms of his triadic 

theory of power (TTP).  McFarland’s theory included 18 propositions.  Proposition three 

was most fitting with regard to this study: When there is not a countervailing power at 

play, the policymaker is free to make policy as he or she sees fit.  The antithesis of this 

premise is that if there is some special interest group or constituency with power over a 

governing agency, the policymaker tends to be more able to make decisions in the 

constituency’s best interest rather than his or her own personal interest (McFarland, 

1987). 

PCT and TTP are in lockstep with one another.  Each summarily states that when 

left to their own agenda policymakers will make decisions within their own value 

systems (McFarland, 1987; Olssen et. al., 2003).  HCT enters the triangle in that 
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Psacharopoulos was able to quantify that UPK was, in fact, a worthwhile expense in 

terms of the financial success of a nation (Psacharopoulos, 1993). 

Research Question One.  Based upon the framework of these three theories, an 

attempt was made to answer the research questions.  The first research question asked, 

“How do policymakers’ biases impact their decisions in crafting early public education 

initiatives?”  It seemed that the policymakers’ perceptions of who their stakeholders were 

would make a difference.  The only participant (Michaels) to consider unions as a 

stakeholder was the only one who had been elected to his position.  This finding was 

particularly interesting because, at the time of this research, the collective bargaining 

agreements of the state employees in Michaels’s state were in danger of being limited or 

eliminated.  

Although most participants agreed that parents were stakeholders, there did not 

seem to be a common theme among the policymakers’ identification of their 

stakeholders.  Also, the word “stakeholder” was not included in any of the questions in 

the interview protocol.  It was a word that simply continued to emerge as a common 

theme.  Raymond Theman of Birch was the first participant to be interviewed, and he 

mentioned stakeholders as a key factor in his decision-making process: “I consider all 

people that are impacted by a decision.  Who are the people who have skin in the game?  

[I] consider the stakeholders by the issue.”  As he said that, I wondered whom he 

considered his stakeholders to be, so I asked him to define the term.  Based upon that 

experience, I decided that if the theme of stakeholders arose, I would ask for the term to 

be defined by the participant.  Joseph Rotan of Willow was the only respondent who 

failed to mention stakeholders as a factor.  The fact that his state did not have free, full-
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access prekindergarten may or may not have been related to his failure to mention 

stakeholders.  Willow barely maintained a federally funded Head Start program, 

according to the 2008 report from the NIEER, and offered a very limited-access, state-

funded prekindergarten program, according to the 2010 updated report (Barnett et al., 

2008; Barnett et al., 2010).  

Buchanan might agree (Olssen et al., 2004) that biases were at work in the 

participants’ decision-making process.  The two heads of state departments of education 

that had received at least some nontraditional education also headed states with free, full 

access to universal prekindergarten.  Although the interviewed group was small, this 

trend warrants further research to determine if the finding is valid and generalizable. 

Table 6 presents information about findings related to the first research question. 

 

Table 6. Research Question One by Theory and Findings 

Question One: How do policymakers’ biases impact their decisions in crafting early 

public education initiatives? 

Theory Brief summary of findings 

Public choice theory Two participants received nontraditional 

education; the same two also were leaders 

in states with free, full-access 

prekindergarten. 

Human capital theory None of the findings from this question 

were related to this theory. 

Triadic theory of power The stakeholders were defined differently 

by the participants.  Participants’ definitions 

related more to whom they viewed as their 

countervailing powers than to those who 

might have needed the most support. 

 

Research Question Two.  Bias was the theme of this research.  According to 

Buchanan’s public choice theory (Olssen et al., 2004),  it can be assumed that 
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policymakers’ bias kept them from accepting true educational reform, including, but not 

limited to, free, full-access prekindergarten.  Question 1 of the interview protocol was 

crafted for this very reason.  I wanted to know if the participant had gone to public or 

private school, if he or she had attended preschool, and if he or she had been home 

schooled.  Question 2 was designed to ascertain whether the participants perceived that 

their education or their work experiences had any impact on their decision-making 

process. 

It was discovered, as previously mentioned, that the two respondents who had 

received a nontraditional education were the heads of state departments of education with 

policies in place that allowed for free, full-access prekindergarten.  The four respondents 

who attended public school from kindergarten through high school and beyond headed 

state departments of education without such programs.  Are the two themes related?  A 

further study is suggested to investigate this issue more thoroughly. 

Ultimately, the assumption is accepted that the biases of public policymakers 

might have bearing on the policies they choose. 

Although the specific question was not asked, based upon the passion with which 

the respondents responded to the interview protocol, it appears that public policymakers 

do perceive their decisions regarding public education to be in the best interest of the 

general public.  One question was posed to solicit support for the suppositions of this 

research question.  The fifth question of the interview protocol asked, “Are there any 

statements you would like to make regarding the implementation of free, full-access 

prekindergarten or about the impact of public education on the success of a nation?”  The 

answers to this question were offered with a great deal of fervor.  The responses showed 
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that the respondents had a sense of patriotism and responsibility to the continued success 

of this nation.  All but one spoke about public education’s being an important 

responsibility of a government.  All of the respondents said that public education 

strengthens the nation.  Skipper stated that education was the single most important 

function of government.  Most participants spoke about how a public education 

empowers children to aspire to greater achievement.  A sense of pride and responsibility 

was the undertone of the key actors when speaking about this subject.  It was undeniable 

to me that they believed the decisions they made were in fact the best possible decisions 

for the general public.   

Those responses were considered along with excerpts from responses to the 

question regarding how the key actors handled policies in which they believed but for 

which they had no money.  Many ideas were posited, but there was one common theme: 

They all said, in different ways, “Do it anyway.”  Some said to roll out the policy 

incrementally, others said to pilot the program, and still others said to find the funding 

through alternate streams.  Thomas Michaels of Sycamore said it best: “[I] adopt it 

anyway.”  Based upon the strength of the responses to these two sets of questions, the 

assumption that the policymakers believed they were making decisions in the best interest 

of the general public is accepted.  

Table 7 presents information about findings related to the second research 

question. 
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Table 7. Research Question Two by Theory and Findings 

Question Two: Do policymakers perceive their decisions regarding public education to be 

in the best interest of the general public? 

Theory Brief summary of findings 

Public choice theory The participants provided different answers 

as to why UPK is important and public 

education necessary.  All agreed that both 

comprise a necessary function of 

government if the United States is to 

continue to succeed as a nation. 

Human capital theory Many respondents spoke about how public 

education is important in making students 

marketable globally. This finding supports 

HCT. 

Triadic theory of power The fact that each participant identified a 

different list of stakeholders implies that 

each considers who is important based on 

needs and objectives.  Their responses 

supported their belief that they were 

making the right decisions.  

The identification of funding streams was 

different among the participants.  In every 

case, state government as a funding stream 

was unmentioned. 

 

Research Question Three.  The last research question posed a bit of a problem in 

the research itself.  Political event history was searched for factors that had distinguished 

the decision-making process of states with P12 initiatives from those jurisdictions that 

had not implemented such policies.  For several hours a day for many weeks I searched 

for answers to this question.  I used many different key words and many different search 

engines.  Ultimately, it was too difficult to find information about the political events that 

defined the key actors because, in most cases, they were not elected officials.  In most 

cases, the participants were not making headlines at all.  In some cases, their biographies 

were barely mentioned on their own department of education Web sites.  Some searches 
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yielded only information from press releases that were publicized by the offices of the 

participants themselves. 

In other cases, the person ultimately interviewed was not the state superintendent 

at all.  Petry and Skipper were both substitutes for the originally requested participants.  

The only information that could be obtained about Skipper was her job description on the 

department of education’s Web site.  I failed to find information about her specific degree 

or other demographic information; she simply was not on the worldwide web.  Because 

the key actors were not considered politicians in that they were not typically elected, 

although appointed by elected officials, I believe their policy support record might not 

have been deemed newsworthy. 

Recommendations for Future Studies 

Many suggestions for future research have been made throughout this chapter.  

Articulated in this section is a summary of those suggestions.  According to Buchanan, as 

cited in Olssen et al. (2003), one can assume that the driving force behind a public 

policymaker’s decisions is the intrinsic nature of his or her values and beliefs.  If one is 

educated through a traditional public K-12 system, it may be assumed that one has a 

comfort or affinity for that system.  This phenomenon may make it difficult to change the 

system in such a way as to make it unrecognizable from the comfortable original system.  

This trend, in itself, is cause for future study.  

Aside from finding validation in the primary assumption of this research, other 

suggestions for future research include efforts to determine if there are gender differences 

in decision making.  It was noted previously that two of the respondents were female.  I 

perceived that the female participants were more abstract with regard to their reported 
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personal decision-making processes. They both spoke in embellished and extravagant 

language.  Petry spoke for most of the 72 minutes about this issue.  Skipper mentioned 

that she sometimes experienced “ah-ha” moments during which she knew the decision 

she was making or supporting was “the one.”  The men were more concrete in their 

responses; their processes were practically bulleted in nature.  There is not enough 

information in these few responses to determine if this phenomenon represented a 

microcosm of reality or a fluke of this population; the issue is worth pursuing. 

One question that probably should have been asked before this research was 

completed was whether or not the public actually wanted free, full-access 

prekindergarten.  In short, what does the constituency want?  I did ask, as a follow-up 

question, whom the respondents considered to be their stakeholders.  Each respondent 

provided a different response.  Some spoke of parents, teachers, and students.  Some 

mentioned advocacy groups, state legislatures, and state boards of education.  Still others 

spoke of the military, business leaders, and higher education.  There was no true 

explanation as to the distribution of responses regarding stakeholder power.  Therefore, it 

occurred to me that perhaps there was not a whole-public outcry for a UPK program.  It 

would be interesting to determine if that were the case.  

One curious fact appeared quite by accident.  Two demographics I had not 

intended to examine were race and gender.  I learned such details only because of the 

exhaustive search of the histories of the invited participants.  All but one of the original 

participants was Caucasian.  In the final tally of respondents, four were men and two 

were women.  Both of the women participants were acquired through snowball sampling; 

however, Skipper replaced another female.  The four men participants were White males, 
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advanced in their careers.  Only one African American was in the original pool of 

participants, but that person failed to respond.  Only one other person represented 

minority status: Roslyn Petry professed herself to be of Latin descent, but she was a last-

minute replacement for another Caucasian male.  Therefore, it seemed that the diversity 

of the people in high power was shallow at best.  This finding further supports the 

preliminary belief that public education in America has remained unchanged since its 

inception: The people in charge are older, White males.  Is this an accurate statement?  

The answer to this question is not known but if it is the case, this finding would provide 

further validity to the idea that Buchanan’s public choice theory was accurate within the 

framework of this study.  The leaders of public education today look similar to the 

hierarchical, even patriarchal, leaders of old-time America.  I consider this finding as a 

suggestion for future research.  It would be important to know whether race, age, and 

gender have a triangulated bearing on a person’s ability to make valid, quality decisions 

that lead to actual improvements in education.  Buchanan might postulate that they do 

have such a bearing.   

Although there were some common themes among the decision-making processes 

of the six respondents, no two participants provided the same account.  The two themes 

reported most often as being important to decision making were whether or not the 

stakeholders supported the decision and whether or not the policy actually solved the 

problem.  It would be valuable to explore this question in further detail.  Perhaps a study 

focusing solely on the process of public policy decision making would be a necessary 

parallel study to this research in that it would lend credence to whether or not public 

choice theory was at work in this research scenario.  
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Policy Suggestion 

Although it was not the purpose of this research to propose a policy solution, one 

was discovered.  When policymakers were asked how they would implement a policy for 

which they had no funding, all mentioned seeking private grants or philanthropic funding 

streams.  None mentioned seeking additional funding from the state budget, which begs 

the question: Is there merit in seeking the privatization of universal prekindergarten?  No 

research was sought on this topic, but when faced with bringing forth a policy in which 

they believed, all of the policymakers suggested seeking alternative funding streams that 

were private or competitive in nature.  Although this finding was not an outright 

suggestion of privatization, support for privatization seemed to be implied by what was 

not said.  No one reported going to their governor for monetary support if they wanted a 

policy for which there was no funding.  No one mentioned seeking referenda or bonds.  

They all indicated they would seek alternative funding streams that were not public in 

nature.  This pathway is worth consideration. 

Personal Reflective Statement 

At the start of this research, I was adamant that I needed to do a quantitative 

study.  I spent 18 months seeking this frustrating goal; by a strange twist of fate, I met my 

would-be methodologist in the student workroom on campus.  He asked a simple 

question: “Have you considered doing a qualitative study?”  No one else had suggested 

that; the thought had never occurred to me.  The minute the question was asked, a fog 

was lifted.  Then the methodologist said, “Tell your story.”  I panicked. 

Who wanted to hear my story?  What was my story?  He asked another question: 

“Why do you want to study this?”  That answer was easy; the story was still clear in my 
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mind.  From that moment I have rolled through this process.  The words flowed like 

water.  The little boy in the parking lot needed someone to speak for him.  The little boy 

who was being so wildly spanked and screamed at needed an advocate that would help 

provide him with a chance at a brighter future.  Opportunity knocks for everyone; it is life 

experience that teaches us how to answer the door and seize the moment to choose 

success over defeat.  The pedagogy of parenthood is not taught; we enter into it with our 

own baggage and, by default, we heave that baggage onto our children.  Universal 

prekindergarten offers all children a chance to be given the tools for future success that 

some children may otherwise receive because of their parents’ life circumstance or their 

own life circumstance.    

The growth that I have experienced in the 2 years since I started this research has 

been overwhelming.  I am a better wife and mother because I have learned to be present 

in the moment.  I have learned to really listen when people speak; I have learned to hear 

what is not being said.  I look forward to the continued growth I will experience because 

of the change I have been blessed to experience.  It may be too late for the little boy from 

the parking lot that day so long ago, but with this and future research, perhaps a brighter 

day will come for future children. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Establishment of education epistemology: 

 

3. Starting with your earliest formal educative encounter, describe your 

schooling experiences. 

4. What impact do you believe your education and work experiences have had 

on your decision-making process? 

Establishment of decision-making process: 

4. Outline your personal decision-making process regarding making policy 

decisions.  According to what criteria do you deem a policy to be valid or 

invalid? 

5. If you support a policy but there are no funds available, what process do you 

go through to adopt the policy?  

6. Are there any statements you would like to make regarding the 

implementation of free, full-access prekindergarten or about the impact of 

public education on the success of a nation?  

Some follow-up questions may be asked if the discussion warrants it.  Questions asked 

will be noted. 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol including Prompts 

 

Establishment of education epistemology: 

 

1. Starting with your earliest formal educative encounter, describe your 

schooling experiences. 

Prompts:  

As a student or a professional 

Work experiences within education 

public or private,  

lower or upper,  

primary, middle, or secondary,  

postsecondary? 

1. What impact do you believe your education and work experiences have had 

on your decision-making process? 

                  Prompts: 

Private industry 

Political positions held 

Appointed versus elected positions 

Other public service experiences 

Establishment of decision-making process: 

1. Outline your personal decision-making process regarding making policy 

decisions.  According to what criteria do you deem a policy to be valid or 

invalid? 

Prompts: 
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Fiscal impacts 

Public opinion 

1. If you support a policy, but there are no funds available, what process do you 

go through to adopt the policy?  

2. Are there any statements you would like to make regarding the 

implementation of free, full-access prekindergarten or about the impact of 

public education on the success of a nation?  
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Appendix D: Preliminary Electronic Mail Contact Text 

To: Participant’s Assistant or Publicly Recorded Point of Contact 

From: Catherine E. Walsh 

Re: Doctoral Research Request 

Body Text: My name is Catherine E. Walsh and I am a doctoral candidate in the 

Graduate School of Education and Human Development with The George Washington 

University.  As part of my dissertation research, I would like to interview {insert title as 

applicable}.  In about 5 days, I will send a letter requesting {his/her} participation.  Your 

assistance in making sure this letter is delivered will be extremely helpful. 

Thank you, in advance, for helping me in this endeavor.  Your support is greatly 

appreciated. 

Catherine E. Walsh 

Doctoral Candidate 

The George Washington University 

Graduate School of Education and Human Development 

 

Linda Lemasters 

Associate Professor 

Dissertation Chair 

The George Washington University 

Graduate School of Education and Human Development 
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Appendix E: Letter of Solicitation 

Month day, year 

State Official’s Name 

State Official’s Title 

State Office Title 

Street Address 

City, State, Zip 

Dear Person or Contact Person: 

In the next several weeks, I will be investigating the decision-making strategies 

employed by top policymakers within state departments of education.  The results of the 

findings of this research will be reported descriptively within my doctoral dissertation.  

As a doctoral student, I am requesting your assistance in this scholarly endeavor 

by agreeing to a 20-30 minute interview.  The interview can be conducted at your 

convenience. 

My intentions are to query the leadership of 10 states that have policies regarding 

early childhood education programs that are offered publicly.  The questions asked will 

pertain exclusively to the decision-making process employed by heads of state 

departments of education; in addition, some questions will be used to establish a baseline 

of background information.  Once the interview is conducted, a transcript will be 

furnished for you to verify or correct as necessary.    

Thank you for considering my request.  I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely, 

Catherine E. Walsh 

IRB # 111101  
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Appendix F: Follow-up Solicitation Letter 

Month day, year 

State Official’s Name 

State Official’s Title 

State Office Title 

Street Address 

City, State, Zip 

 

Dear Person or Contact Person: 

 

A few weeks ago I sent you a letter requesting aid in conducting research in 

accordance with the requirement of the Education Policy Program at The George 

Washington University.  I am investigating the decision-making strategies employed by 

top policymakers within state departments of education.  The results of the findings of 

this research will be reported descriptively within my doctoral dissertation.  All 

identifying information will be protected.  

I will be contacting you on {insert day, date, time} to conduct the interview.  If 

this time is not convenient, please let me know what time would be more conducive to 

your schedule; the interview can be conducted at your convenience.  

My intentions are to query the leadership of 10 states that have policies regarding 

early childhood education programs that are offered publicly.  The questions asked will 

pertain exclusively to the decision-making process employed by heads of state 

departments of education; in addition, some questions will be used to establish a baseline 

of background information.  Once the interview is conducted, a transcript will be 

furnished for you to verify or correct as necessary.  I look forward to hearing from you. 

Sincerely, 

Catherine E. Walsh 

IRB# 111101 
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Appendix G: Thank You Letter 

 

Month day, year 

State Official’s Name 

State Official’s Title 

State Office Title 

Street Address 

City, State, Zip 

 

Dear Person or Contact Person: 

 

I want to take this opportunity to thank you for your participation in my study.  I 

appreciate the time you took to assist me in the process.  This academic endeavor would 

not have been possible without your input and insight into the decision-making process 

utilized by policymakers such as you. 

It is my distinct hope that the outcome of this research will help you perform your 

responsibilities with even more clarity and assurance that you are making quality 

decisions.  I ask that you keep me in mind if you have any further insight into this 

research effort.  

Sincerely, 

 

Catherine E. Walsh 

IRB# 111101 
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Appendix H: Solicitation Letter Enclosure 

The purpose of this study is to seek a connection between policymakers’ 

epistemologies and their decision-making process as they relate to education reform, 

specifically universal prekindergarten for all 4-year olds.  This dissertation will attempt to 

show that there is a connection between specific experiences of policymakers and the 

relative selection of the policies they accept as valid or necessary.  

Another purpose is to define what drives policymakers toward one policy decision 

over another.  Although not the specific research questions, the following information 

will be sought: What compels policymakers to choose one policy over another?  If 

policymakers are presented with a school-reform policy that challenges their beliefs, yet 

are shown it could have a positive impact, would they still choose it?   
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Appendix I: Coding Journal 

Code journal Guiding definition 

Research Use of committees, staff, or self to seek 

further information regarding a particular 

policy or program. 

Stakeholder Any individual who is viewed as having 

benefit or interest in a given policy or 

program. 

Stakeholders’ opinions The thoughts and concerns of the 

individuals who have an investment in 

making or dismissing a policy or program. 

Experts’ opinions The thoughts and concerns of the 

individuals who have expertise by research 

or work experience with a given field of 

research.  Those who have tried a particular 

program or policy and have made an 

informed conclusion about the program or 

policy also can be considered experts. 

Partial implementation or pilot program Executing a program or policy in part or 

only in small regions when funding or 

support is not acquired in full. 

Money or finance The involvement funding plays in whether 

a particular policy or program can be 

adopted in full or partially. Further, this 

code also is used to describe whether 

funding streams are private or public in 

nature. 

Gender This is self-explanatory. This code explores 

whether different genders make decisions 

differently as a direct result of their gender. 

Race or ethnicity Ancestry or cultural background of an 

individual. 

Harvard University Although the impact is not known, Harvard 

as a code is simply defined as whether a 

participant was a graduate of Harvard 

University. 

 

  



 

160 

 

Appendix J: Audit Trail 

Date 
Type of 

contact 
Remarks 

8/22/2011 telephone contacted field test participant's secretary for interview 

8/26/2011 telephone contacted by field test participant's secretary to set up interview 

appointment was made for 8/30/2011 

8/30/2011 meeting interviewed field test participant in his office for 1 hr 20 min 

2/20/12 e-mail 

reply 

auto reply contact person (Sequoia) email bad. 

2/20/12 single e-

mail  

newer contact person (Sequoia) e-mailed in light of last contact 

person's e-mail being bad. 

2/20/12 group e-

mail 

initial contact e-mail to all participants 

2/21/12 e-mail 

reply 

from contact person for Willow 

2/21/12 group 

mailing 

letters of solicitation mailed 

2/21/12 e-mail 

reply 

Director of PR (Beech) replies on behalf of Theman 

2/21/12 e-mail 

reply 

contact person for Sequoia reply 

2/21/12 e-mail 

reply 

to contact person for Willow 

2/22/12 e-mail 

reply 

from Director of PR for Beech 

2/22/12 single e-

mail  

to Director of PR for Beech notifying him of letter in transit 

2/22/12 single 

mailing 

to Director of PR for Beech upon his request 

2/24/12 e-mail from contact person for Willow (letter received; call me.) 

2/27/12 telephone called contact person for Willow for interview; LM 

2/29/12 telephone called contact person for Willow and made interview 

appointment for March 21 at 5:30 EST 

3/2/12 e-mail from contact person (Sycamore) on behalf of Dr. Michaels; e-

mail me some dates 

3/3/12 e-mail to contact person for Sycamore availability 

3/5/12 e-mail from contact person for Sycamore two possible dates 

3/6/12 e-mail confirmation from contact person for Sycamore of date 

3/6/12 e-mail to contact person for Sycamore March 22 at 2pm CST 

3/7/12 e-mail reply with interview protocol attached 

3/12/12 telephone Birch called and set up interview for March 14 at 2pm 

3/12/12 e-mail Director of PR for Beech reminder e-mail 

3/12/12 e-mail contact person for Sequoia reminder e-mail 
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3/12/12 e-mail newest contact person reply from a different person from 

Sequoia  

3/13/12 e-mail reply from Director of PR requesting questions in a word doc 

3/14/12 e-mail from newest contact person from Sequoia…receipt of protocol 

and offer of April 4 at 4:30 

3/14/12 e-mail to Director PR for Beech sending protocol 

3/14/12 e-mail to contact person for Sequoia; sent requested protocol 

3/15/12 e-mail from Director PR for Beech with Dr. Theman's responses 

attached 

3/15/12 e-mail to contact person from Sequoia, acceptance of appointment, call 

me or call you? 

3/16/12 telephone contacted by contact person from Maple, Literacy Program 

Director, Maple requesting clarification 

3/16/12 e-mail from contact person from Sequoia…call me… 

3/16/12 e-mail immediate response from contact person from Maple, thanks, 

we will be in touch 

3/16/12 e-mail to contact person from Maple, protocol questions for 

consideration 

3/20/12 e-mail from contact person from Sycamore; change in schedule…need 

to reschedule 

3/20/12 e-mail from contact person from Sequoia…call (XXX) XXX-XXXX 

3/20/12 e-mail to contact person from Sycamore; March 30, 3:30 CST is fine 

3/20/12 e-mail to contact person from Sequoia…confirmation of number to call 

3/21/12 telephone interviewed Commissioner Rotan of Willow 

3/26/12 mail mailed "second request" letters to Raegan (Elm), Breslin (Pine), 

Dean (Oak), Skipper (Poplar) 

3/27/12 e-mail received from Sequoia…Dr. Petry…stating that interview has 

been handed off to her. 

3/27/12 e-mail replied to Petry  about current  appointment/cc'd contact person 

from Sequoia as she has been my point of contact 

3/29/12 e-mail received from Poplar response from point of contact…"we don't 

have staff or time" 

3/29/12 e-mail replied with thanks and appreciation for reply to Poplar 

3/30/12 telephone Interviewed Commissioner Michaels of Sycamore  

4/3/12 e-mail from Sequoia (contact person from Sequoia)…Dr. Allen 

cancelled…Dr. Petry will answer questions/same time slot 

4/4/12 e-mail replied to contact person from Sequoia…will call at 3:30 CST 

4/4/12 telephone Interviewed Dr. Petry in lieu of Dr. Allen 

4/4/12 e-mail contacted Dr. Lemasters (PI) regarding Poplar's response 

4/5/12 e-mail to contact person from Maple, asking for consideration for 

participation in the study 

4/5/12 reply e-

mail 

from contact person from Maple…agreeing to participate 

4/6/12 e-mail responded with a thanks to contact person from Maple 
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4/9/12 e-mail to Dr. Matthews of Poplar from Dr. Lemasters regarding study 

participation 

4/9/12 e-mail reply to Dr. Lemasters from Dr. Matthews of Poplar accepting 

request 

4/10/12 e-mail to Dr. Matthews of Poplar introduction and paperwork 

(informed consent, etc.) 

4/10/12 e-mail auto reply Dr. Matthews of Poplar out of office 

4/23/12 e-mail to contact person from Maple, a reminder email 

4/24/12 e-mail second request to Dr. Matthews of Poplar 

4/25/12 e-mail reply from Dr. Matthews of Poplar agreeing to do research but 

opting to complete WORD doc 

4/25/12 group 

mailing 

to five respondents…thank you letters 

4/27/12 e-mail from Matthews; I don't have time; Dr. Skipper does (Asst. Super 

of Poplar) 

4/27/12 e-mail to Dr. Matthews; thank you for the contact 

4/27/12 e-mail forwarded from Dr. Matthew's email to Dr. Skipper; please 

participate 

4/28/12 e-mail from Dr. Skipper; absolutely! 

4/28/12 e-mail to Dr. Skipper, could just e-mail word doc responses 

4/28/12 e-mail from Dr. Skipper; conversation would be more fun. 

4/28/12 e-mail to Dr. Skipper; when would be good? 

4/28/12 e-mail from Dr. Skipper; tomorrow afternoon? 

4/28/12 e-mail to Dr. Skipper; sounds good. 

4/29/12 telephone interviewed Dr. Skipper at 1:30 pm EST 

4/30/12 e-mail thank you note to Dr. Skipper 

 

 


