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Shepherding the Next Generation is a national organization of evangelical Christian leaders who are committed to the
development of strong and healthy American families, with a specific focus on at-risk families. We are church pastors,
chaplains, executives at Christian organizations, and Christian leaders in other roles who seek to strengthen families and help
today’s children grow up to become contributing members of society and effective parents themselves. This brief examines
the research on high-quality early education and its impact on building strong families.

Summary: This brief examines the research on high-quality
early education showing it can help strengthen families,
increase the number of men and women who marry, reduce
births outside of marriage and increase the percentage of
fathers who are raising their children. For example, girls

who attended the Perry

children start school already behind their classmates in early
math and reading skills, and have not mastered the social skills
they will need to follow teachers’ directions and establish good
friendships in school. These problems can create a pattern of
failure that lasts a lifetime.

Preschool program were
five times more likely to
be married by age 27 and
a third less likely to have
babies outside of marriage.

“Train a child in the way he should go, and
when he is old he will not turn from it.”

Proverbs 22:6 (NIV)

Research shows that high-
quality early education
produces very solid results

in contributing to the
development of strong families.
A rigorous study of one high-

Early Education Opportunities

Too many Tennessee children are growing up in families
without both parents. Too many fathers are walking away from
their families or were never there to begin with. In Tennessee,
35 percent of children are currently living in single parent
households." Single mothers struggle against economic odds to
provide for their children.

Throughout the Bible, both in the Old and New Testaments,
families are central to the purposes of God. Scripture clearly
teaches that parents are central in guiding their children.
Churches across the state of Tennessee are actively involved
in building and strengthening families in their congregations
and communities. But many families can benefit from some
additional help. Strengthening our families is a task that calls
for a partnership of care and provision by both private and
public sectors.

Research shows that early education can play a key role in
helping low-income families raise children who grow up

to complete high school, get married, and hold jobs. Yet

too many families face significant challenges making ends
meet and are unable to afford high-quality early educational
programs for their children. The result is that too many at-risk

quality Pre-K program, the Perry
Preschool program in Michigan, showed that girls who attend
high quality pre-k are more likely to marry and less likely to
have children outside of marriage:

*  Women who had been in the Perry Preschool pro-
gram were five times more likely to be married and
living with their husbands by age 27 than women not
in the program (40 percent vs. 8 percent); and

* By age 27, women who had been in the program
were almost a third less likely to have had their babies
while not married.?

Pre-k helps achieve those outcomes by helping young children
become successful adults who have a solid foundation upon
which to raise stable families. For example, high-quality pre-k
increases high school graduation rates and reduces government
assistance for girls; for boys, pre-k increases employment and
the chances that they will grow up to raise their children:

* By age 27, girls participating in the program were
more than twice as likely to have completed high
school;

e Similarly, the girls in the program were less than half
as likely to be receiving government assistance at age
27;



* Boys notenrolled in the Perry program were found, at
age forty, to be 29 percent less likely to be employed
and 63 percent more likely to have fathered children
they did not raise; and

*  Overall, individuals in the program (both boys and
girls) had high

2008 and it could serve thousands more eligible children if
funding were available.®

An evaluation of an earlier version of the program found

limited short-term gains.® But it is probable that a more

rigorous evaluation of the much-improved current program,
and one that followed

school gradu-
ations rates 44
percent higher by
age 40.°

Another rigorously studied
early education program,

“The King will reply, I tell you the truth,
whatever you did for one of the least of these
brothers of mine, you did for me.”

Matthew 25:40 (NIV)

the children over a
longer period of time,
such as the studies cited
above, would find much
stronger results. Further
improvements in quality
are crucial, but a recent

Abecedarian, conducted
by the University of
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, found that pre-k cut teen births,
increased college attendance, and increased employment.
Compared to those not in the program:

e Children in the Abecedarian program were about half
as likely to have had babies before they were 19;

*  They were two-and-a-half times more likely to attend
a four-year college by age 21; and

*  They were 74 percent more likely to have a skilled job
by age 21.

Girls attending the Perry Preschool program were
five times more likely by age 27 to be married and
living with their husband.

Women married and living with their husbands
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Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-K Program

In Tennessee, 18,000 at-risk children receive pre-k through
Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-k Program. Tennessee's state-fund-
ed pre-kindergarten has gone from serving 3,000 students in
2004 to serving approximately 18,000 during the 2008 — 2009
school year. However, despite this progress, almost 4,000 chil-
dren were on waiting lists to enter the program in September

analysis showed that only
two states have reached more benchmarks for early-education
quality than Tennessee.”

Strengthening Tennessee’s Families

As Christian leaders, we are very much concerned to see
families strengthened and children given every opportunity to
become contributing members of society and effective parents
themselves when they grow up. We urge continued and
increasing funding for early education in Tennessee. Our state
is only as strong as its families, so, together, let’s build strong
families.
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