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Good morning, Chairman Catania and members of the Committee on Education.  

I am Judith Sandalow, Executive Director of Children’s Law Center (CLC),1 the largest 

non-profit legal services organization in the District of Columbia and the only such 

organization devoted to a full spectrum of children’s legal services.  Every year, CLC 

serves more than 2,000 low-income children and families; a majority of these children 

receive their education in the District’s public schools.    

Ensuring that all our children receiving a high-quality early childhood education 

is one of the smartest investments the District can make in our children and in our city’s 

future.   Early education provides the foundation for all future learning.   The District 

should be proud of our position as a leader in providing universal Pre-Kindergarten.   

DC is first in the nation in terms of the percentage of children enrolled at age 3 and 4 

and also has a higher expenditure per child than any of the states.2  The Office of the 

State Superintendent for Education reports that 86% of all three and four year olds in 

DC are enrolled in publicly funded Pre-K programs3 -- through the District of Columbia 

Public Schools, community-based organizations and charter schools -- and that there is 

more than enough capacity to provide a slot to every child who needs a program to 

attend.4   

Why Early Education Matters 

Emerging science on brain development reinforces what many parents, 

educators and policymakers have already known for decades:  it makes sense to invest 
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in our youngest children and give them a strong start in life.  The early year of a child’s 

life, when his or her brain is forming, provides a critical window of opportunity:  

during these brief years caregivers and teachers have great influence to shape a child’s 

future potential in terms of social, emotional and academic skills. 5  According to 

leading scientists “early experiences determine whether a child’s brain architecture will 

provide a strong or weak foundation for all future learning, behavior and health.”6  

During these years children are also learning socio-emotional skills such as self-

regulation which is a key to later academic success.7 

Young children are impacted, positively or negatively, by their home, 

community and school environment.  Children who live in low-income households are 

more likely to face traumatic stress which can seriously affect their development.   

Forty-two percent of young children in the District live in low-income families.8  These 

young children, even more than their wealthier peers, need high-quality early 

childhood experiences.    Research comparing the skills of preschool children from 

different socioeconomic backgrounds finds large difference in language and cognitive 

skills at school entry, age three and perhaps even as early as age one.9   When children 

are living in poverty they are more likely to experience a variety of stressful experiences 

– ranging from witnessing violence, to having a parent who is unable to attend to their 

needs, to being homeless -- which impact their physical and mental health.10   But 
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enriching early environments, such as Pre-Kindergarten classrooms, can mitigate the 

effect of this stress on a child’s developing brain and body.    

The Need for High-Quality Programs  

It is important, of course, that these Pre-Kindergarten programs be high-quality.   

There are substantial positive effects when children attend high-quality early education 

programs; these effects are cognitive and non-cognitive11 and include higher tests 

scores, fewer behavior problems and lower rates of grade retention.12   

Currently, there is no standardized way of comparing the quality of publicly- 

funded early childhood education programs in the District.  Different programs 

(community-based, Head Start, DCPS, charters) all meet varying standards.13   We look 

forward to getting more information on the quality of the District’s programs through 

the Kindergarten Entry Assessment pilot which is being launched this school year as 

well as the Quality Rating Improving System which begins this spring. Both of these are 

tools which assess the level of school readiness in kindergarten children and will 

provide an additional measure of accountability for programs within the Pre-

Kindergarten system.14   

A Wise Investment  

Intervening early in a child’s life by providing high-quality early education, 

rather than trying to catch a child up or remediate problems later in life, is also cost-

effective.  The best interventions begin at the earliest stages, as one expert notes, “Skills 
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begets skills; motivation begets motivation…the longer society waits to intervene in the 

life cycle of a disadvantaged child, the more costly it is to remediate disadvantage.”15   

On average, every dollar spent on Pre-Kindergarten returns $7 in later cost-savings and 

benefits.16  The District has wisely recognized this and I hope our investment in Pre-

Kindergarten will continue and also spread to other areas of preventive and early 

intervention services. Thank you for the opportunity to testify.  I look forward to 

answering your questions.    
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