
Making Informed Decisions: 
A Guide to Understanding  
Early Education Research 

QRIS National Learning Network 
February 24, 2016 

 

Jim Squires, Ph.D., Senior Research Fellow 
Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes/ 
National Institute for Early Education Research 

 
 



Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes | www.ceelo.org 

Agenda 

 How to Identify Good Research 
 What Research Tells Us: Selected Issues 
 Turning Research into Action 
 Resources for Administrators 
 Q & A 
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Have you ever heard . . . 
 For every dollar spent on early education, the public 

will save $7 or more? 
 

 Studies show Head Start doesn’t work? 
 

 Retaining children who have difficulty in school will 
harm them? 
 

 A teaching degree in child development or early 
education makes no difference? 
 

 Universal preschool does not benefit children; targeted 
preschool does? 
 

 Direct instruction of young children is developmentally 
inappropriate and ineffective? 
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Research on bread indicates. . . 
1. More than 98 percent of convicted felons ate bread as children. 
2. Half of all children who grow up in bread-consuming households score below 

average on standardized tests. 
3. More than 90 percent of violent crimes are committed within 24 hours of 

eating bread. 
4. Primitive tribal societies that have no bread exhibit a low incidence of cancer, 

Alzheimer's, Parkinson's disease, obesity, diabetes, and osteoporosis. 
5. Bread is a "gateway" food item, associated with alcohol and drug abuse. 100% 

of drug abusers ate bread as children and adolescents. 
6. Newborn babies can choke on bread. 
7. More Americans are killed in automobile accidents while eating bread than 

talking on cell phones. 
8. Most American bread eaters are utterly unable to distinguish between 

significant scientific fact and meaningless statistical babbling.  
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In light of research-based evidence, it has been 
proposed that the following policies be established:  
 
1.  No sale of bread to minors. 
2.  The establishment of "Bread-free" zones around schools. 
3.  Health insurance policies must cover rehabilitation clinic 
 costs up to 30 days for bread addicts. 
4.  A 300 percent federal tax be levied on all bread to pay for all 
 societal ills associated with bread. 
5.  Driving under the influence of bread (DUIB) is punishable by 
 law, including mandatory loss of license for 30 days and  
 community service. 
6.  Any person convicted of a bread-related offense shall be 
 ineligible to join US armed forces, local law enforcement, or 
 teach in public schools. 

Research-based Policies on Bread 
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“One striking fact is that the complex world 
of education — unlike defense, health 
care, or industrial production — does not 
rest on a strong research base. In no other 
field are personal experience and ideology 
so frequently relied on to make policy 
choices, and in no other field is the 
research base so inadequate and little 
used.” (p. 1) 
 
National Research Council. (1999). Improving Student Learning: A Strategic Plan for 
Education Research and Its Utilization. Washington, DC: Author. 

http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=6488
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=6488
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=6488
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=6488
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Dee Donatelli, Retrieved fromhttp://valueanalysismag.com/good-evidence-the-missing-link/ 
    

Evidence-Based Understanding 
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What questions are you facing 
about QRIS and quality early 

childhood education? 
 What are the characteristics of quality? 
 If there are shared, research-based criteria for quality, why are 

state systems different? 
 What is the impact of QRIS on cognitive and social/emotional 

development? 
 Does QRIS really measure quality? Is the difference between 2 - 3 

Stars equal to the difference between 3 - 4 Stars? 
 Does QRIS consider special features of models for child care, 

Head Start, pre-K, out-of-school care in its criteria? 
 How important are the results of an external assessment (ECERS, 

CLASS, other) on a program’s QRIS rating? 
 What evidence shows the higher the quality rating, the better the 

outcomes for children and families? 
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Ten questions to ask when someone 
says: “A new study shows that…” 

 1. Are the results generally applicable to our issues? What do we know about the 
 people or programs which were studied?  
 

2. Was the number of programs or people studied large enough to see an outcome?  
 

3. Was there a comparison group, and if so, how was it chosen?   
 

4. Did the researchers follow people or programs long enough to observe all the 
 important results?  
 

5. What measures were used in assessing the outcomes?  
 

6. Can we be certain that the “cause” actually occurred before the “effect?” 
 Can we be certain the “effect” is attributed to the “cause?”  
 

7. Was the effect/outcome observed large?  
  
8. Is this the first study to report these findings?  
 

9. Who funded the study?  
 

10. Were the results first published in a well-respected scientific journal?  
 
                Adapted from  James Hyde (Emeritus Associate Professor of public health at the Tufts University School of Medicine). 
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Early Care and Education 

Child Care 

Centers 

Homes 

Public Schools 

Head Start 

Early Head Start 

Pre-K 
EC Spec. Ed. 

Title I 
CBPs 
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Issues 

 Realizing every child’s potential 
 Defining characteristics of quality 
 Teacher/administrator qualifications 
 Rating level as a prerequisite for 

state funding 
 What research says about QRIS 
 Supports necessary to improve and 

maintain quality 
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Does QRIS Consider Reducing 
Achievement Gap 

 Is there an achievement gap? 
 Who does it affect? 
 When does it appear? 
 Can the achievement gap  
   be prevented or remediated?  
 Are there adequate QRIS  
 policies, infrastructure, and  
 resources to address the gap? 
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Achievement Gap at Kindergarten 

  

Barnett et. al.(2004).The Universal vs. Targeted Debate. 
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Achievement Gap at Kindergarten 

  

Barnett et. al.(2004).The Universal vs. Targeted Debate. 
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Hart, B. & T. Risley. (1995). Meaningful differences in the 
everyday experience of young American children. 
Baltimore: Brookes Publishing.  
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30 Million Word Gap 
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Access Depends on Child’s Zip Code: 
The Opportunity Gap 

Barnett, W.S., Carolan, M.E., Squires, J.H., Clarke Brown, K., & Horowitz, M. (2015). The state of preschool 2014:  
State preschool yearbook. New Brunswick, NJ: National Institute for Early Education Research. 
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Does Early Education Work? 
 Improved school performance & behaviors 
 Reduced special education interventions 
 Higher graduation rates, including college 
 Increased earnings 
 Lower reliance on public assistance 
 Healthier behaviors 
 Lower rates of criminal activity 
 Taxpayer savings ($1 spent = $7.16 saved 

for Perry Preschool) 
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Does Head Start Work? 
 National randomized trial in 2002 found 

modest initial effects and failed to detect 
lasting impacts 

 Since then Head Start has been subject 
to reform, including a Bush Administration 
emphasis on improving literacy and more 
teachers with college degrees.  

 Data collected in 2003, 2006 and 2009 
show larger increases in the size of Head 
Start children’s language and literacy 
gains between 2003 and 2009.  
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Head Start Reports Its Results 

Language Gains in Head Start FACE Studies, Average for 3- and 4-year-olds  
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Is Early Education a Smart Investment? 
Benefit – Cost Ratio 

Lynch, R. (2007). Enriching children, enriching the nation: Public investment in high-quality  
prekindergarten. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute 
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Returns to a Unit Dollar Invested 
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The Research is Compelling 
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What Makes An Effective 
Early Learning Program? 

 Staff-child ratios and group size 
 Staff qualification level and specialized training 
 Staff gender and diversity 
 Staff compensation 
 Program duration 
 Curriculum 
 Physical environment 
 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 2012.  

Starting Strong III: A quality toolbox for early childhood education and care. 
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Essential Elements of High Quality  
Enabling Environment 
 

 Political leadership and/or judicial 
mandate and ongoing support 

 Compelling vision coupled with strong 
leadership 

 
  
Minervino, J. (2014). Lessons from Research and the Classroom: Implementing 
High-Quality Pre-K that Makes a Difference for Young Children. Seattle: Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation. 
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Essential Elements of High Quality  
Rigorous Program Policies 
 

 BA and specialized training compensated on par 
with K-3 

 Class composition 
 Learning time/dosage 
 Two adults in a classroom 
 Early learning standards (bidirectional) 
 Proven curriculum with fidelity and results 
 Special Education 
 DLL support 
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Essential Elements of High Quality  
Strong Program Practices 
 

 Teachers delivering high-quality instruction 
 Assessment and independent program 

evaluation 
 Data driven system and practices 
 Professional development 
 Integrated system (standards, curriculum, 

assessment, instruction, PD, data) 
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Does Early Education Last:  
Fade Out, Sleeper Effect, or Convergence? 
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Preschool Programs in the US 
Produce Long-term Gains  

(123 studies since 1960)  
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Camilli, G., Vargas, S., Ryan, S. & Barnett, S.. 2010. Meta-Analysis of the Effects of Early 
Education Interventions on Cognitive and Social Development. 
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  “Consistent evidence obtained by different researchers 
surveying slightly different but overlapping outcome 
literatures confirms that preschool programs have 
statistically significant and practical long-term preventive 
impact.” 
 

 Direct instruction in preschool programs had an 
immediate effect on children’s cognitive development. 
With developmentally appropriate practice becoming 
the conventional wisdom, there are fewer examples of 
curricula that used direct instruction as the main 
pedagogical method in the 1990s and beyond. 

 

 “Individualized” instruction had a positive impact on 
cognitive and school outcomes. 

 

 Smaller groups and lower staff ratios provide more 
opportunity for teachers to match content to children’s 
particular developmental levels so that they are able to 
learn various academic concepts. 
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Measuring Quality 

Hamre, B. et al. (2009) Measuring and improving classroom interactions in early childhood settings.   

Charlottesville, VA: Center on Advancing Student Teaching and Learning/UVA. 
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Do Credentials Matter?  
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Teacher Qualifications 
 “Available studies alone are insufficient to enable 

conclusions as to whether a bachelor’s degree alone 
improves the quality and effectiveness of educators, 
whether for early childhood settings or for K-12 schools.” 

 

 “Studies conclude that college education or a 
specialization in early childhood education alone is not 
a guarantee of better instruction and improved child 
outcomes.” 

 

 “The quality of teachers’ prior learning experiences in 
higher education and the quality of their ongoing 
professional learning and working environments all play 
important roles in enabling effective teaching and 
learning.” 
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Teacher Qualifications 
 “Lower educational expectations for early childhood 

educators than for elementary school teachers 
perpetuates the perception—and policies that reflect the 
perception—that educating children before kindergarten 
requires less expertise than educating K-3 students.” 

 

 “Lead educators who support the development 
 and early learning of children from birth through 
 age 8 should have at a minimum a bachelor’s 
 degree and specialization in the knowledge and 
 competencies  needed to serve as a care and 
 education professional.” 
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Administrator Qualifications 
   “The importance of leadership is unequivocal, yet the 
 expectations for leaders in settings for children aged 0-8 do 
 not (align) with the responsibilities of these leaders for 
 fostering early learning and development.”  

   “Current expectations and policies for education and 
 certification of elementary school principals are not well 
 aligned with the interests of early elementary teachers and 
 students and the need to understand childhood 
 development research and best practices in instruction in 
 preschool and the primary grades.”  

   “Current education and certification requirements and 
 expectations for directors in early childhood settings outside 
 of school systems are inconsistent across states, credentialing 
 is largely voluntary, and do not adequately reflect the 
 knowledge and competencies needed.” 
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Translating Research into Practice 
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Reliable, trustworthy sources for 
information on early education 
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Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) as Change Agents. 
Edited by W. Steven Barnett, Stacie G. Goffin and Kimberly Boller 

Early Childhood Research Quarterly 
Volume 30, Part B, Pages 179-342 (1st Quarter 2015) 

Available for purchase from 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/08852006/30 
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ECE Consensus Letter for Researchers 
  Quality early childhood education can reduce the 

achievement gap. 
 Access to quality early childhood education is essential. 
 Develop the whole child with quality programs. 
 Quality programs include health and home. 
 Quality programs can be brought to scale. 
 Quality programs produce quality life outcomes. 
 Quality early childhood education benefits children 

from diverse family backgrounds and circumstances. 
 Investing in quality early childhood education pays off. 
 Critics of greater investment ignore the full body of 

evidence.   



Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes | www.ceelo.org 

Discussion 

 How do you apply this conversation 
about research in your discussions with 
policymakers about QRIS? Families? 
Administrators?  
 Does your state have a research 

foundation behind its QRIS quality? 
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Parting Comments 
 Research results should shape beliefs, not vice versa. 
 

 Be evaluative of ALL research claims. Be prepared. 
Someone will always find a reason to disagree.  

 

 Research evolves. It should spawn on-going, inter-
related changes in “The System” with its programs, 
policies, practices, & resources. 

 

 We don’t know everything, but we know more than 
we did before. By addressing new research questions 
today, we’ll know even more tomorrow to the benefit 
of children, families, professionals, and communities. 



www.ceelo.org 
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