
Preface

Pre-kindergarten is one of the hottest topics in American education in 
2009: Which children really need it? How many aren’t getting it? Who 
should provide it—and at whose expense? What’s the right balance 
between socialization and systematic instruction? Between education 
and child care? Where does Head Start fit in? What are reliable markers 
of quality in preschool programs? And much, much more.

Politics and adult interests loom large here, as always, but so 
does the country’s earnest, overdue push to boost student learning, 
reduce vexing achievement gaps and strengthen our international 
competitiveness. Indeed, mounting attention to preschool seems, in 
hindsight, to be an inevitable corollary of standards-based reform 
of the primary-secondary grades.  

If you find school reform a complicated challenge, however, wait 
until you wade into the turbid waters of preschool! And if you don’t 
want to wade alone, by all means join me for a wetting in the pages 
that follow. We won’t get much more than knee-deep—it’s a fairly 
brief treatment of a large topic—but you may emerge with a basic 
understanding of the pre-K debate and the issues that drive and 
complicate it. 

Although I’ve written what feels like a lot of books about 
education, this is my first sustained look at preschool. (As you will 
see, this domain is similar to K–12 in some ways but very different 
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in others.) Fortunately, I’ve had plenty of assistance, beginning with 
my colleagues on the Task Force on K–12 Education at Stanford’s 
Hoover Institution; they helped me get my mind around this subject 
and emboldened me to ask tough questions rather than succumb 
to the sentimental thinking that so often afflicts discussions of 
policy issues involving little kids.1 As I proceeded, many others lent 
their hands, sending me studies, books, and articles, commenting 
on drafts, correcting my thinking (and sometimes my facts), and 
explaining mysteries. None, however, is responsible for whatever 
errors of fact or judgment may remain.

	 I owe particular thanks to Douglas Besharov, Bruce Fuller, 
Shan Goff, Marci Kanstoroom, Michael Petrilli, Robert C. Pianta, 
and Nina Rees, as well as Task Force members John Chubb, Eric 
Hanushek, Paul Hill, Caroline Hoxby, Tom Loveless, Terry Moe, 
Paul Peterson, Diane Ravitch, and Herbert Walberg.     

The Hoover Institution generously provided all manner of 
support and encouragement, not least the publication of this 
monograph. I’m particularly grateful to director John Raisian and 
senior associate director Richard Sousa.

At my home base, the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, I benefited 
hugely from the patient precision of staff assistants Ali Clark and 
Mickey Muldoon, the cheerful willingness of my colleagues (especially 
Eric Osberg, Mike Petrilli and Terry Ryan) to pick up the slack while 
I labored on this project, and the continued forbearance of Fordham’s 
board as I devote considerable chunks of time to such endeavors. 

In the forbearance department, however, nobody surpasses my wife, 
Renu Virmani, recently joined in my affections (and her own) by two 
little pre-school granddaughters who don’t yet have a lot of forbearance 
but who serve as a constant reminder of why this topic matters. 
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