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1
E X PA N D I N G 

H I G H - Q UA L I T Y  E A R LY 
C A R E  A N D  E D U C AT I O N  F O R 

B L A C K  B OY S

David J. Johns

The nearly 20 million young Americans under the age of fi ve have 
their entire lives before them. They have opportunities to be what-
ever their hearts desire and the chance to infl uence the world in 

unknown ways. But by the time they have entered kindergarten, for many, 
this opportunity has already been stymied. In the United States, low-income 
and minority children begin kindergarten at an academic disadvantage. In 
2006, only 28% of Black 4-year-olds were profi cient at letter recognition and 
55% were profi cient at number and shape recognition, compared with 37% 
and 73%, respectively, for White 4-year-olds (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 
2010). That these gaps are present so early in life indicates that providing 
high-quality, early learning opportunities in kindergarten may be too late to 
equitably benefi t to these children. 

During the critical fi rst years of a child’s life, nature and nurture contrib-
ute to the cognitive, social, and emotional foundation upon which all future 
learning and development will be built. This highly complex process—in 
which a child’s experiences at home, in child care, and other early care and 
education settings, along with his or her interactions with other caring adults, 
communities, and society more generally—shapes how that child comes to 
understand his or her place within the world. For low-income Black boys in 
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2  ADVANCING BLACK MALE SUCCESS FROM PRESCHOOL THROUGH PH.D.

particular, we must optimize opportunities early on to close achievement gaps 
and to ensure that they are prepared to begin elementary school ready to learn. 

Students who begin elementary school without access to high-quality 
early learning programs and support services have a tendency to remain 
behind throughout their academic careers. This gap has signifi cant 
 implications for the life trajectory of so many low-income and minority stu-
dents. The groundwork for high school completion, postsecondary success, 
career success, viable employment, and positive contributions to society is 
laid in the earliest years of a child’s life. Access to high-quality early learn-
ing opportunities, for Black boys especially, can be the difference between a 
pathway that leads to the White House and one that leads to the jailhouse. 
Beyond the moral imperative to provide all children with the skills needed 
to be successful in school and in life, research shows that investments in 
high-quality early learning programs for children from birth through age fi ve 
include a return of $2.50 to $17.00 for every $1.00 invested. Children who 
receive quality early learning services are less likely to become adults who live 
in poverty, require social services, or spend time incarcerated. Quality early 
learning investments are an economically sound choice for our nation. 

For no other community of individuals is the importance of access to 
 high-quality early childhood education and child care opportunities more 
essential than for Black boys. Nobel laureate economist James Heckman 
underscores the importance of ensuring that Black boys, especially low-
income Black boys, have access to quality early learning opportunities. He 
states,

Because of the dynamic nature of the skill formation process, remediat-
ing the effects of early disadvantages at later ages is often prohibitively 
costly. Skill begets skill; learning begets learning. Early disadvantage, 
if left untreated, leads to academic and social diffi culties in later years. 
Advantages accumulate; so do disadvantages. (Heckman & Masterov, 
2007, p. 447) 

Additionally, Rashid writes, “It should also be noted that many low-
income African American children are enrolled in preschool settings that are 
less likely to expose them to practices associated with social, emotional, and 
academic gains. Indeed as it currently exists, the education of young Black 
children, boys in particular, is largely a national disgrace” (Rashid, 2013, p. 
30). To be sure, there is much work to be done to ensure that many more 
Black boys have access to high-quality early education programs and related 
support services for children and families. 

For generations, Black boys and men have occupied the lowest rungs 
of almost any quality-of-life indicator used to assess health, well-b eing, and 
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EXPANDING HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION FOR BLACK BOYS  3

success across myriad sectors. For example, Black males have extremely high 
rates of homicide and rising rates of suicide. They are also less likely to have 
health care coverage. Black men have the lowest rates of employment of any 
racial group in the United States. In the education realm, nearly 80% or 
more of Black public school students in the fourth, eighth, and 12th grades 
are unable to read or do math at grade level (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011), 
and according to the 2012 Schott 50-State Report on Black Males in Public 
Education, the overall 2009–2010 graduation rate for young Black men in 
the United States was only 52%. The graduation rate for young Black men 
in 14 states is below the national average (Schott, 2012). These enduring and 
unnerving trends begin during the early years, when Black boys are unable to 
take full advantage of quality early care and education programs and services. 
Without such early interventions, we should expect young boys of color, who 
have not had access to high-quality, early learning opportunities, to continue 
to face education and employment challenges (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, 2010; U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices, Administration for Children and Families, 2010). We will not solve 
the employment and educational crises facing Black boys and men until we 
ensure that all Black boys have access to high-quality early care and education 
programs and services. 

Because too many Black boys are denied access to the types of expe-
riences that lead to good schools; accredited colleges and universities; and 
high-skill, high-wage employment opportunities, it should come as no sur-
prise that Black boys are underrepresented in these spaces. Here, I discuss the 
opportunities that high-quality early care and education programs provide 
for children and the challenges that parents and families of Black boys face in 
attempting to access such programs and services. 

Early Education and Care Programs and Support

Unlike the “public education system”—a phrase commonly used to refer to 
state systems of coordinated federal- and state-funded kindergarten through 
12th-grade programs and activities—there is no single system for “early 
learning.” Early care and education is an umbrella term frequently applied to 
the range of primarily community-based programs and supports that prepare 
expectant parents to care for themselves and their young children; provide 
child care opportunities that enable parents to work; provide children with 
the skills, experiences, and relationships needed to be successful in elemen-
tary school and later in life; and provide preschool opportunities that focus 
on cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development to ensure that 
young children successfully transition into kindergarten. 

9781620361832_Harper_Advancing Black Male Student Success.indb   39781620361832_Harper_Advancing Black Male Student Success.indb   3 10/1/2015   12:23:43 PM10/1/2015   12:23:43 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



4  ADVANCING BLACK MALE SUCCESS FROM PRESCHOOL THROUGH PH.D.

Two overriding factors affecting early learning opportunities are cost and 
availability. To be sure, high-quality early care and education opportunities are 
expensive. Consider, for example, the cost of having the necessary number of 
qualifi ed adults to ensure a low adult-to-child ratio in center-based child care 
programs. When children are newborns and infants, more care is required. 
Retaining professional early care and education practitioners and providing 
them with professional development is costly. In too many communities where 
there are signifi cant concentrations of low-income Black boys, these costs can 
be prohibitive, forcing program operators to neglect professional development 
or close the program altogether. In addition to the cost associated with a skilled 
workforce (primarily indicated by experience, credentials, and training) are 
the expenses associated with ensuring healthy and safe environments, small 
class sizes, and low adult-to-child ratios, each of which has been linked to 
improved learning and development outcomes. Likewise, implementing early 
learning standards that are developmentally and linguistically appropriate (ide-
ally aligned with the curriculum that students will encounter as they continue 
along the educational continuum); providing screening, referral, and support 
services for children with developmental delays or disabilities; and providing 
other supports for children and families add to program costs as well. In addi-
tion to these central costs are the costs associated with providing nutritious 
meals and providing full-day, full-year care. In what follows, I explore cost 
and availability as they relate specifi cally to child care, Head Start, and prekin-
dergarten programs and services. We must take advantage of opportunities to 
improve access and reduce costs in ways that will increase the educational and 
life choices and chances for young Black boys. 

Child Care

In the United States, more than 11 million children under the age of fi ve 
are in some type of child care arrangement each week (Laughlin, 2010). On 
average, children of working mothers spend 35 hours a week in child care, 
many with multiple care arrangements to enable parents to work during both 
traditional and nontraditional working hours (National Association of Child 
Care Resource and Referral Agencies, 2006). These facts become important 
when one considers that less than 40% of Black children live with two parents 
and nearly one in two Black children live solely with their mother, compared 
with fewer than one in fi ve White children (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011). 
Thus, child care becomes an essential work support for the parents, and it 
also provides opportunities for young children to develop foundational skills 
in the areas of vocabulary, letter-word recognition, spelling, and pattern and 
color identifi cation. For parents, particularly single parents who need a place 
for their children while they work to support the family, child care is critical. 
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EXPANDING HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION FOR BLACK BOYS  5

The work of Jack Shonkoff at the Harvard Center on Developing Chil-
dren and others underscores the belief that quality child care provides children 
with early opportunities to develop and sharpen foundational skills (Vandell 
et al., 2010). High-quality care provides opportunities for children to be 
screened for developmental delays or disabilities. Developmentally appropri-
ate instruction can bolster intellectual, linguistic, social, and emotional skills 
and behaviors, including positive health and development more generally. 
This point is especially true for low-income, disadvantaged students. How-
ever, too few boys of color have access to the types of programs and providers 
who have the skill and experience to assist in the development of preliteracy 
and prenumeracy skills. The implications for these missed early opportuni-
ties are signifi cant. Consider, for example, that Black babies at 24 months 
old scored signifi cantly lower than White babies on the cognitive assessment 
administered as part of the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (Halle et 
al., 2009). These gaps are only widened when Black boys miss out on quality 
early learning opportunities. Moreover, failed opportunities to develop foun-
dational skills or to be identifi ed for needed supports contribute to statistics 
such as the following: Black and Hispanic males constitute almost 80% of 
children and youth in special education programs, and Black male students 
are 2.5 times less likely to be enrolled in gifted and talented programs, even 
if their prior achievement refl ects the ability to succeed (National Educa-
tion Association, 2011). Black male students compose 20% of all students 
in the United States classifi ed as mentally retarded, despite representing only 
9% of the total student population (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012). These 
challenges could be mitigated if we ensure that all Black and Latino boys, in 
particular, have access to high-quality early learning and development oppor-
tunities. 

Unlike K–12 public education, which is largely fi nanced by federal, state, 
and local governments, the cost for child care is largely borne by parents and 
families; for too many low-income, minority families, the cost of high-qual-
ity care is simply beyond reach.1 The recent economic crisis, coupled with 
the high cost of child care and variance in state investments in programs and 
subsidies, has left many parents unable to pursue center-based care, using, 
instead, informal care (such as leaving children with grandparents or in mul-
tiple arrangements with friends and other caring adults). For those who do 
pursue center-based facilities, the costs can be an extreme burden. According 

1 The federal government supports child care by providing grants to states primarily through 
the Child Care Development Block Grant (CCDBG). States use these funds to subsidize the 
cost of child care for low-income families. Additional federal support is provided through the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, the Social Services Block Grant 
(SSBG), or state funds. 
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6  ADVANCING BLACK MALE SUCCESS FROM PRESCHOOL THROUGH PH.D.

to the Government Accountability Offi ce, the number of children receiv-
ing child care assistance between fi scal years 2006 and 2008 declined by 
170,000 children (10%) (United States Government Accountability Offi ce, 
2010). The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services estimates that 
only 17% of eligible children receive assistance (U.S. Department of Health 
& Human Services, 2010). For too many parents, especially those of Black 
boys, the inability to afford and access high-quality child care results in the 
loss of opportunities to develop foundational skills to ensure that children 
start kindergarten ready to learn. 

In 2010, the average annual cost of full-time, center-based child care for 
an infant ranged from $4,650 in Mississippi to more than $18,200 in the 
Washington DC, and the average cost of center-based care for a preschool-age 
child ranged from $2,450 in Louisiana to $10,400 in New York (National 
Association of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies, 2006). Compare 
these fi gures with the average yearly tuition and fees for public higher educa-
tion, which is $7,600 (College Board, 2010). The average cost of infant care 
in a licensed center exceeds the cost of public college tuition and related fees 
in 36 states. Nationally, the cost for full-time care for an infant ranges from 
7% to 16% of the median income for married-couple families with children; 
for single parents, the cost of center-based infant care exceeds 10% of median 
income in every state. For too many parents of young Black boys, the cost of 
a quality early learning opportunity is simply too high. 

In addition to the cost of quality child care, availability is also a signifi -
cant hurdle. A study of child care in 13 economically disadvantaged commu-
nities found that the supply of child care falls short of the demand. Among 
other things, the study found that, in the communities studied, nearly half 
of the children under age 6 who needed care had no access to licensed or 
regulated child care; parents in these communities paid as much as 70% of 
their total income for full-time child care of infants and toddlers (with some 
parents paying more than two thirds of their income for full-time care for 
preschool-age children; National Association of Child Care Resource and 
Referral Agencies, 2006). The communities in the study, which included 
Atlanta, Denver, Des Moines, Oakland, and Providence, highlight the sig-
nifi cance of poverty in the lives of the children and parents. The study draws 
direct connections between the overrepresentation of young children raised 
by single parents, who need support to work, and the lack of access that such 
families have to high-quality care that is affordable or supplemented by state 
support or subsidy. The study also underscores the fact that the cost of high-
quality child care is often prohibitive for those who would benefi t the most 
from early care and education programs and supports (National Association 
of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies, 2006). 
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EXPANDING HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION FOR BLACK BOYS  7

In addition to cost and accessibility, the following issues must also be 
addressed: 

• Improved safety in and of the child care centers, including required 
background checks for caregivers, unannounced site visits by licensed 
and authorized inspectors, and increased health and safety standards.

• Increased parent and family engagement to ensure that parents 
(especially young, single, or fi rst-time parents) have the information 
and tools needed to maximize their children’s learning and develop-
ment in the early years of life and to ensure that they are viewed 
and treated by practitioners as valued partners in the education and 
development of their children.

• Adjustment of reimbursement rates at the federal and state levels to 
account for actual costs for care.

• Federal, state, and local support for child care more generally should 
be adjusted to help many more Black boys gain access to quality child 
care programs that will ensure they begin school ready to learn, which 
can be accomplished by prioritizing children and families with the 
most signifi cant need.

Head Start and Early Head Start

Head Start and Early Head Start circumvent the high cost of quality early 
care and education programs by providing federal support to programs that 
agree to serve low-income, disadvantaged children and families. In this 
regard, the program addresses access and affordability by covering the costs 
for families that meet certain income eligibility criteria, mainly families that 
would otherwise fail to enroll children in center-based programs.

The Head Start program was created in 1965, during President Lyn-
don Johnson’s War on Poverty and the implementation of Great Society pro-
grams, to address challenges faced by students entering kindergarten who did 
not have the skills and experiences necessary for success. Conceived initially 
as a summer program to close gaps between low-income children and their 
more affl uent peers, the program proved to be what many parents and educa-
tors knew to be the case: While helpful, six weeks of summer school could 
not overcome fi ve years of poverty and a lack of access to high-quality early 
childhood education and care programs. In 1981 the program was codifi ed 
in federal law, asserting a national interest in expanding access for disadvan-
taged children and families. 

Head Start participants must meet income-based eligibility criteria; fam-
ilies must earn less than 130% of poverty-level income, although providers 
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8  ADVANCING BLACK MALE SUCCESS FROM PRESCHOOL THROUGH PH.D.

have fl exibility to enroll students from higher-income families up to 10% of 
the total program enrollment.2 Additional requirements designed to ensure 
that the program provides disadvantaged children and families with high-
quality service include requiring that, as of 2013, half of all teachers and 
paraprofessionals (i.e., trained teaching assistants) possess bachelor’s degrees, 
and all program staff possess at least an associate’s degree. Recent reauthoriza-
tion of the Head Start Act also includes program performance standards that 
govern health, safety, and curricular goals and objectives.3 

A recent impact study of the Head Start program compared the cogni-
tive development, social and emotional development, and physical health 
outcomes of Head Start program participants to a control group of students 
who were attending private preschool programs or who were not enrolled 
in any formal program. The study explored the impact of the program for 
3-year-olds who spent two years in the program and 4-year-olds who spent 
one year in the program before starting kindergarten. The study found that 
access to Head Start has a positive, statistically signifi cant impact on chil-
dren’s preschool experiences, school readiness, language and vocabulary 
skills, and socio-emotional development, including more positive relation-
ships with parents. Specifi c to Black children, the report found that 4-year-
olds experienced “favorable impacts in the social-emotional domain at the 
end of kindergarten as reported by teachers. Black children in the Head Start 
group were reported to have reduced inattentiveness; fewer problems with 
structured learning, peer interactions, or teacher interactions; and better rela-
tionships with teachers” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, 2010, p. xxvii). While the long-
term effects of Head Start require additional research, the program’s ability 
to close gaps and prepare low-income and minority children for kindergarten 
is diffi cult to deny. For decades now, the program has improved life oppor-
tunities for Black boys as well as other low-income, minority, and otherwise 
disadvantaged children and families. 

We can celebrate the success of Head Start, but more Black boys should 
have access to the program. Currently, according to the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, a total of 965,196 children are served in Head 
Start and Early Head Start programs. Less than 40% of the eligible 3- and 
4-year-olds below the poverty line are currently served by Head Start. Even 
more disappointing, Early Head Start programs are serving less than 4% of 
children under the age of 3 who are living below the poverty line. Much more 

2 For example, to be eligible for Head Start under 2013 federal poverty guidelines, a family of 
two would need to earn less than $20,163 and a family of four less than $30,612.
3 For additional information see the Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007.
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EXPANDING HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION FOR BLACK BOYS  9

needs to be done to increase access to these programs while continuing to 
ensure that the gains made during these early years are sustained in elemen-
tary school. Existing investments can be strengthened if elementary schools 
(preschool through third-grade teachers and school leaders in particular) and 
Head Start programs collaborated to provide joint development for students 
and to ensure their successful and seamless transition into elementary school. 

Preschool Education 

Prekindergarten (pre-K) programs are an essential component of the early 
care and education continuum; however, too many Black children do not 
have access to quality pre-K programs. While provided in myriad forms and 
for different reasons, pre-K programs are primarily initiatives that are funded, 
controlled, and directed by a state, city, or other locality, and designed to 
serve 3- and 4-year-old children in a group setting for a minimum of two 
times each week. Most quality programs focus on closing existing gaps and 
preparing children for a successful transition into elementary school. 

The NIEER 2010 State of Preschool Yearbook includes an analysis of nine 
studies from 10 states, adding to the research that underscores the short- and 
long-term effects of state pre-K programs on children’s learning and develop-
ment (Barnett, Carolan, Fitzgerald, & Squires, 2012). The analysis demon-
strates the ability of quality pre-K programs to produce signifi cant learning 
gains in language, literacy, mathematics, and socio-emotional development, 
as well as reductions in grade repetition and special education participation. 
More than 1 million children today have access to pre-K programs, and 
research shows that these children do better in school from their fi rst day of 
kindergarten through their postsecondary years. Compared with peers who 
did not attend a pre-K program, students who did attend pre-K programs 
have higher achievement test scores, repeat fewer grades, need less special 
education, graduate from high school at substantially higher rates, and are 
more likely to attend college (Barnett, 2008; Barnett & Masse, 2007; Lynch, 
2007; Schweinhart et al., 2005; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). Additionally, 
also consistent with research on quality child care programs and services, a 
study of a pre-K program in Tulsa, Oklahoma, found positive learning and 
socio-emotional outcomes for all children, with particular emphasis on the 
most disadvantaged. 

For poor Black boys, pre-K programs can provide one fi nal opportu-
nity to close or overcome gaps resulting from missed early learning oppor-
tunities. Prior to the Great Recession, many states committed resources and 
passed legislation to support the expansion of pre-K programs. Pre-K access 
increased from 700,000 in 2001 to more than 1 million in 2013, refl ecting 
the fact that six states expanded pre-K programs for 4-year-olds and that 
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10  ADVANCING BLACK MALE SUCCESS FROM PRESCHOOL THROUGH PH.D.

other states worked to supplement their existing investments in those pro-
grams. However, tough fi scal and political climates have resulted in several 
states reducing investments in their pre-K programs and services, which has 
compromised their quality. 

Much more research is needed to identify specifi c relationships between 
Black boys and pre-K programs. Anecdotally, we know that Black boys are 
more likely to be located in states where pre-K programs and services are 
available (e.g., urban localities in the Northeast and Southeast); however, 
Black boys are also likely to be in places where the quality of such programs 
is questionable. For example, Florida invests less than $2,500 per child in 
pre-K and requires that educators possess only a Child Development Asso-
ciate (CDA) credential—the minimum requirement for early childhood 
education professionals. For Black boys in low-income families, Head Start 
programs in places such as Florida are likely to be of higher quality than state 
pre-K programs.

In addition to increasing access to pre-K programs, much work must be 
done to improve existing program quality. There are several ways to measure 
the quality of pre-K programs. The National Association for the Education 
of Young Children (NAEYC) uses early learning program quality standards, 
which include looking for credentialed and experienced educators; oppor-
tunities for educators to participate in meaningful professional develop-
ment; small class size and low teacher-to-student ratios; and screenings for 
and referrals to health, developmental, and other support services, includ-
ing nutritious meals—each of which is critical to ensuring that students are 
healthy and able to focus on learning and development. Also important is 
considering the ways in which resources (provided by participating parents 
and families or through state subsidies) affect a program’s ability to “pur-
chase quality.” For example, state investments in pre-K range from less than 
$1 million in Arizona to more than $790 million in California and Texas. 
The average state spends $4,831 per child enrolled in pre-K, almost half the 
amount spent per child in Head Start ($9,198), and a third of the amount 
spent per child in kindergarten through grade 12 ($12,404). Accounting for 
the variance in investments across states, average per-child spending now 
is almost $700 below the level of spending in 2000–2001. This decline in 
investment has only been exacerbated by the recent economic crisis, further 
constricting the ability of low-income minority families to access quality 
pre-K programs. 

To contextualize the importance of this point, consider the availability 
of quality pre-K programs in the fi ve states with the highest number of Black 
children under 6 years old—in order, they are Georgia, Florida, Texas, New 
York, and California. 

9781620361832_Harper_Advancing Black Male Student Success.indb   109781620361832_Harper_Advancing Black Male Student Success.indb   10 10/1/2015   12:23:43 PM10/1/2015   12:23:43 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



EXPANDING HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION FOR BLACK BOYS  11

• In 2010 nearly 37% of 4-year-olds and 90% of 3-year-olds in Georgia 
were not enrolled in a state pre-K, Head Start, or special education 
program. State spending in Georgia has decreased steadily since 2001, 
with an average of $4,206 per child in 2010. 

• In Florida, 22% of 4-year-olds and 91% of 3-year-olds were not 
enrolled in a state pre-K, Head Start, or special education program. 
State investments have fl uctuated since the program was fi rst 
established in 2005. 

• In Texas, 43% of 4-year-olds and 86% of 3-year-olds were not 
enrolled in a quality pre-K program. The program began in 2005 to 
provide a half-day preschool education to Texas’s at-risk 4-year-olds. 
Texas spent an average of $3,686 per child enrolled. 

• New York’s universal pre-K program was established in 1998 to provide 
all 4-year-olds in the state with pre-K education; however, inadequate 
funding has prohibited the program from achieving the goal of serving 
all eligible children. The program was fl at funded in 2010, with the 
state expending an average of $3,503 per child enrolled. 

• California was among the earliest states to fund preschool education, 
beginning in 1965. In 2010 California did not provide preschool 
services to 69% of eligible 4-year-olds and more than 80% of eligible 
3-year-olds. During the same time, the state invested an average of 
$5,571 per child enrolled.

In each of these states, the number of eligible children who are not served is 
too high. 

Efforts to Support Black Male Learning and 
Development From Birth

America needs a highly skilled workforce and cannot afford to have a group 
as large as the current generation of Black boys fall by the wayside because 
they miss early opportunities to develop critical language, literacy, numeracy, 
and socio-emotional skills. While such high-quality early learning opportuni-
ties face many challenges, some policies, programs, and people are getting it 
done—“it” being supporting the academic, social, and emotional develop-
ment of Black boys at the earliest stages possible. Three issues are critical to 
educating and supporting Black boys to succeed academically and beyond. 
First, strong direct service program models that employ a holistic strategy are 
needed in low-income minority communities. Second, more skilled teachers 
that understand Black culture and learning styles are needed; educators in 
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early education must be trained to understand and support the cognitive, 
social, and emotional needs of young Black boys. Their early education would 
likely be greatly strengthened if more Black males were to enter the profession 
in the early years and throughout the teaching continuum. Third, early child-
hood and elementary school leaders need to be connected to one another to 
provide support, professional development, and peer learning. 

Here I discuss three programs that encompass these key components: the 
Harlem Children’s Zone, the Call Me MISTER (Mentors Instructing Stu-
dents Toward Effective Role Models) program, and the Coalition of Schools 
Educating Boys of Color (COSEBOC). 

Harlem Children’s Zone 

The Harlem Children’s Zone (HCZ) is the brainchild of educator Geoffrey 
Canada. HCZ has become a national model for providing high-quality wrap-
around supports to ensure that children and families, beginning before birth, 
have the services and supports needed to begin kindergarten ready to learn, 
and to ensure that these children graduate from high school ready for col-
lege and beyond. The cognitive, physical, social, and emotional supports that 
HCZ provides often supplement the resources that are missing in economi-
cally depressed communities (e.g., parks and recreational facilities and access 
to quality before-school, after-school, and summer learning programs). The 
ambitious project began in the 1990s as a one-block pilot. It now encom-
passes 100 blocks of Central Harlem, in which Black boys constitute 45% of 
those served. The cornerstones of HCZ are the baby college, workshops for 
expectant and fi rst-time parents; a full-day pre-K program; Promise Acad-
emy, an extended-day charter school; health clinics and community centers 
that are accessible to students, family, and community members; and social 
service and other supports that specifi cally address the challenges plaguing 
students and families in Harlem. For example, TRUTH is a youth violence 
prevention program that employs the arts, technology, physical activity, and 
other innovative methods to engage and enrich the lives of its youth par-
ticipants. HCZ is anchored by an intentional commitment to supporting 
children and their families as early as possible. By providing parents with the 
information and resources they need to be successful, HCZ works to disrupt 
the cycle of poverty in Harlem, creating a cadre of adults who understand all 
that is required to ensure their children’s academic and life success.

The Obama administration and Congress, through the appropriations 
process, have provided support for replicating the HCZ strategy. In 2012 
the U.S. Department of Education awarded $10 million in federal funds to 
assist in the development of promise planning grant applications from more 
than 300 communities across the country. This commitment was reinforced 
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when Congress most recently provided another $20 million to spur further 
investment in such initiatives.

Call Me MISTER 

The Call Me MISTER program works to increase the number of prepared 
and committed educators from among underserved, socioeconomically dis-
advantaged, and educationally at-risk communities—principally Black men. 
Activist and scholar Jawanza Kunjufu frequently writes about the specifi c 
challenges facing Black boys in education. The author of works such as Coun-
tering the Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys and Black Students. Middle-Class 
Teachers, Kunjufu discusses the fact that White female teachers constitute 
83% of the U.S. elementary teaching force while Black educators make up 
less than 6% of teachers, and less than 2% of that 6% are Black men. Citing 
correlations between the attitudes and expectations that White teachers bring 
with them to public schools where Black boys are overrepresented and these 
boys’ academic performance, Kunjufu calls for recruiting and retaining more 
Black male educators. 

While additional research is needed on the exact benefi ts of having Black 
male teachers teaching Black boys, my own experience as a Black male kin-
dergarten teacher has led me to believe that there is value in children seeing 
Black men in a space in which we rarely work. Kunjufu (2002) cites research 
that fi nds a 4% increase in student test scores when the teacher is of the same 
race, suggesting that there are possibly statistically signifi cant implications of 
more minority teachers entering into and remaining in the (early learning) 
workforce. Too many schools throughout the country fail to employ Black 
men as educators or school leaders, instead providing opportunities for these 
men to clean the schools, drive school buses, work security, or teach physical 
education.

The Call Me MISTER program is designed to overcome these chal-
lenges. Housed at Clemson University, the program provides academic sup-
port services and uses incentives such as loan- and debt-forgiveness programs 
to attract participants. It also leverages the collective resources of historically 
Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) in South Carolina, including Ben-
edict College, Clafl in University, Morris College, and South Carolina State 
University. Each of these institutions supports the program. 

The Coalition of Schools Educating Boys of Color 

The Coalition of Schools Educating Boys of Color (COSEBOC) is a net-
work of schools committed to increasing access to and improving the quality 
of educational opportunities available to boys of color. Founded by educator 
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Ron Walker, COSEBOC has been successful at bringing educators together 
with school and community leaders and providing professional development 
to increase a school’s capacity to support the positive development of low-
income and minority males. In 2012 COSEBOC launched a partnership 
with McComb Public Schools in Mississippi to provide culturally relevant 
professional development services for pre-K and elementary school teach-
ers and leaders. More than half of the kindergarteners served by Kennedy 
Early Childhood Center in the McComb school are Black boys. To support 
Black male students, Kennedy is working to recruit more male educators; 
has established a “boys of distinction” program that provides students with a 
mentor to ensure that their social and emotional development is supported; 
and is providing staff with professional development, including a study of 
behavioral and academic opportunities that support Black boys. While just 
beginning to address early care and education, the program is positioned to 
play a critical role in identifying and disseminating promising practices to 
further support Black boys early on. COSEBOC has an annual conference.

Advancing Success in Preschool and Early Childhood Education

Federal, state, and local policymakers each have a role to play in assisting 
states, schools, and communities as they increase access to early learning pro-
grams while improving the quality of existing programs. These goals require 
that elected offi cials, parents, families, communities, and other stakeholders 
work better together on the following issues:

1. Coordinate the work of existing programs, which includes strengthening 
collaboration among early care and education programs and elementary 
schools.

2. Provide funding for programmatic enhancements, including creating, 
renovating, or modernizing classrooms and centers and improving stand-
ards, curricula, assessments, and related professional development.

3. Recruit, provide professional development for, and retain qualifi ed and 
committed educators—teachers and leaders—especially Black male 
early-learning educators.

4. Educate the public so that more people understand the importance of 
early learning. Parent, family, and community engagement is especially 
important. More low-income, minority, young, and single parents must 
be educated about the critical importance of high-quality early formal care 
and education. To be effective, this awareness must be accompanied with 
resources and support so that parents and families know what is expected 
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of them and can overcome any barriers preventing them from being active 
and engaged partners in their child’s learning and development. 

Politically, work must also be done to improve access to affordable, qual-
ity child care and Head Start and pre-K programs and services. 

Child Care

To strengthen and improve the child care system, Congress should reauthor-
ize the Child Care Development Block Grant (CCDBG). Established in 
1996 as part of the welfare reform legislation, the block grant provides child 
care subsidies to low-income families that meet eligibility requirements tied 
to state-determined income thresholds. Through reauthorization of this 
important bill, Congress would ensure that high-quality child care is afford-
able and attainable for low-income, disadvantaged families. Specifi c policy 
reforms that should be included in this reauthorization are as follows: 

1. Ensuring that all child care programs meet reasonable health, safety, 
and child development standards, including making sure that all 
 personnel are trained to provide fi rst aid and cardiopulmonary resuscita-
tion and in how to prevent sudden infant death syndrome. Background 
checks should be mandatory to ensure that adults who work with chil-
dren have not or will not cause them harm.

2. Providing incentives and resources so that programs participate in 
Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS). These programs 
are designed to identify and monitor programs as they take steps toward 
improving quality, such as increasing the number of certifi ed providers, 
reducing adult-to-child ratios and class size, and converting from half-
day to full-day care.

3. Supporting state efforts to increase the supply of care in particular 
areas of the state—for example, those areas with signifi cant concentra-
tions of low-income children and families, or with high school  dropouts 
and un- or underemployed youth and adults. Such efforts would include 
higher subsidy reimbursement rates, bonuses for educators and other 
fi nancial incentives for providers, or collaboration grants to fund collec-
tive community efforts to provide high-quality child care programs and 
services.

4. Expanding research and technical assistance in the classroom. Class-
rooms should incorporate trends in educational practice, and providers 
must have the support they need to meet the demands of young children 
and their families. 
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While many of these recommendations require funding, which would be 
diffi cult to attain given the present national economic and political environ-
ment, several steps that do not require new funds can be taken to improve 
child care. Among the most signifi cant is increasing coordination among 
child care programs, other early care and education programs, and elemen-
tary schools. Providers, educators and school leaders, and parents and families 
should be aware of the opportunities available to them, and of the expecta-
tions for them. This approach can mitigate many of the existing challenges 
facing young Black boys before they begin elementary school. For example, 
joint professional development in which child care providers learn alongside 
pre-K through third-grade teachers may enable teachers and child care pro-
viders to better support children as they mature and matriculate. Similarly, 
parents, guardians, and caretakers who are informed about their options can 
make thoughtful decisions about their child’s learning, including how to be 
an effective partner in supporting achievement and positive development. 
Collaboration can provide new ways to leverage resources, improve quality, 
and increase access. 

Head Start

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has continued to 
implement changes that were included in the 2007 reauthorization of Head 
Start—chiefl y, designing a process through which grant recipients demon-
strate their ability to improve achievement; close opportunity gaps for low-
income, disadvantaged children and families; and increase school readiness. 
In addition to these efforts to improve program quality, more funding is 
needed to increase access. Nonprofi t and for-profi t entities, including col-
leges and universities, should consider the merits of operating Head Start 
programs in collaboration with experts who are skilled in responding to the 
challenges facing the populations that the Head Start program serves. For 
example, HBCUs and community colleges can operate Head Start programs 
that provide students who would like to enter education and related fi elds 
with practical opportunities to understand and intervene in the lives of dis-
advantaged students and families. 

Pre-K Programs and Services

Recent advocacy efforts have pushed for the federal government to authorize 
grants to support the expansion of pre-K. The recent fi scal crisis makes this 
request seemingly implausible; however, in the absence of new federal funds, 
state and local governments can take steps to improve the quality of existing 
pre-K programs while increasing state funding to expand access as well. To 
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improve quality, for example, states can implement new or improve existing 
early learning standards to be developmentally and linguistically appropriate 
and to align with K–12 standards and related professional development sys-
tems. Over time, work must be done to thoughtfully and appropriately align 
these learning standards with assessment systems; however, this action must 
not be done in ways that push down the expectations or practices currently 
undergirding many K–12 assessment systems or that unfairly penalize early 
educators or children themselves. 

States can also work with institutions of higher education to increase the 
number of individuals who are certifi ed and trained to work in early child-
hood education and care programs—by providing scholarships, providing 
loan- and debt-forgiveness incentives to potential participants, and working 
to ensure credit transferability within and across the postsecondary education 
system. Additionally, federal, state, and local leaders must continue to face 
tough challenges head on in the years ahead, and they must resist the urge to 
scale back early care and education programs. 

Conclusion

We cannot afford to wait for policies to be developed, codifi ed, and funded 
before addressing the challenges or taking advantage of the opportunities 
outlined previously. Each of us is morally responsible for investing the time 
and resources required to change the life of a single child by ensuring that 
he or she has every opportunity to gain the skills and experiences needed 
for success. Sometimes this step is as simple as showing up and serving as a 
positive and stable presence in the life of a child. By investing in the early 
years—ensuring that young Black boys optimize opportunities and are sup-
ported as they transition through school—we can disrupt generations of pov-
erty and improve families, communities, and our country. These investments 
will ensure success for Black boys and men; they will also have a profound, 
immutable, and positive impact on our national economy. We owe it to our 
children, and we owe it to ourselves, to teach the babies, including our boys 
of color. 
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