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MAKING THE CASE 

The Importance of Early Care and Education 

Advances in developmental science have contributed to 

a growing body of research that points to the critical 

importance of early experiences to the developing 

architecture of the brain, providing the foundation for 

all future learning.i To that end, high-quality, 

coordinated pre-kindergarten (Pre-K) programs and 

services can go a long way to ensure the long-term 

success of children. These programs and services have 

been linked to improved academic outcomes, lower 

participation in special education, and higher overall 

achievement in school. Alongside educational benefits, 

high-quality early learning is linked to lifelong gains, such 

as higher earnings, lower participation in social service 

programs, and lower chances of involvement with the 

criminal justice system. Furthermore, the benefits of 

holistic, high-quality early learning programs can extend 

beyond children to offer families needed social and 

economic support, create jobs in local communities, and 

enable families to participate in the local job market.  

 

Recognizing that the path to a thriving and prosperous 

city begins with an investment in young children, 

Starting Strongñcomprising Portland Public Schools 

(PPS), community-based early childhood education 

providers, Head Start, and other nonprofit child and 

family service providersñis working to address the 

barriers to building a sustainable early care and education 

system for Portlandõs children and families. Using a 

collaborative process, Starting Strong partners 

developed a comprehensive implementation plan to 

collectively advance their efforts. The plan will allow 

Portland to develop a clear and practical approach to 

provide high-quality early learning experiences for all 

young children, enabling each child to reach success in 

school and throughout life. 

 

 

 

 

Starting Strong is a network of educators, parents, childcare workers, service providers, health 
professionals, funders, students, business leaders, and other community members working 
together to ensure all children in Portland establish the building blocks for a lifetime of learning. 
 

Read more at: portlandstartingstrong.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: See endnote i  
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Understanding the Need 

A number of factors impact childrenõs chances to thrive, and many of these emerge before birth. Early and adequate 

prenatal care, quality nutrition, healthy housing and physical environments, and regular access to health care represent 

some of the many critical predictors of well-being. Social factorsñsuch as strong, supportive families, mental health, and 

connectedness to the communityñalso weigh in and determine how well children are set up to succeed. To better 

understand what it takes to support families in raising healthy thriving children in Portland, it is important to have a clear 

picture of who Portlandõs children and families are, and what community factors are at play. 

 

Source: See endnote ii 
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EARLY LEARNING IN PORTLAND 
High-quality early learning programs play an important 

role in supporting young children and their families. 

Access to early learning programs allows families to 

enter the workforce and maintain stable employment. 

Additionally, many families are challenged by a lack of 

traditional support networks such as extended family, 

and may experience feelings of isolation as they balance 

work and family life. As social networks shift and 

change, early learning programs become increasingly 

important resources for families through the 

comprehensive services offered in such programs. 

 

Early Learning Options in Portland 

Portland provides early care and education supports and services designed to respond to the diverse needs and 

characteristics of young children from prenatal through age five, and their families.   

 

Child Care Centers: A licensed child care center serving more than three children under the age of 13 and not a 

place of residence. Centers often have a more structured schedule and children are grouped according to age. Staff 

in a center must be at least 18 years of age and a center director must have experience and/or an educational 

background in early care and education. Yearly minimum training requirements, including CPR and first aid, must 

be maintained by staff of the center.  

 

Family Child Care Homes: A licensed family child care provider can care for up to 12 children, depending on the 

children's ages and whether there is additional help in the providerõs home. Yearly minimum training requirements, 

including CPR and first aid, must be maintained.  

 

Nursery Schools: This type of programming serves children ages three to seven for no more than 3.5 hours per 

day, two to five days a week. The preschool programming often provides a structured curriculum to an average of 

10 children in a group. 

 

Legal-Unlicensed Child Care: Kith and Kin (family and friend) caregivers are considered òlegal-unlicensedó if they 

care for only one or two children in their home. 

 

Head Start: A comprehensive early childhood development program for children, ages three to five, whose family 

income is at or below the poverty level or who have a disability. Comprehensive services include education, health, 

nutrition, and social skills. Traditionally Head Start is a part-day, part-year program, operating for 3.5ð6 hours per 

day for 32 weeks a year. Most Head Start programs throughout Maine now offer òwrap-around services,ó which 

combine Head Start services with child care services to offer full-day, full-year programs to families.   

 

Public School Preschool: Public school programs (Pre-K) are administered by local public school systems and 

offer morning or afternoon programs, but not full-day child care. Pre-K classes use nationally validated curricula 

and follow the Maine State Early Childhood Learning Guidelines. Programs include developmental screening, 

assessment and referral services, and coordination and transition with school personnel for Individual Education 

Plans, as needed.  
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The Current Initiative 

The current initiative to expand Portlandõs Pre-K 

programs began in 2009, when Portland Public Schools 

convened a Preschool Task Force with the purpose of 

exploring options to partner with community-based 

early learning programs and establish public Pre-K 

authorized under the school funding formula. This early 

work ð driven by eight core principle ð paved the way 

for the current partnership model, making Portland 

Public Schools the largest provider in the city with 

classrooms located in eight district buildings and two 

community-based settings serving a total of 123 

children. Portland Public Schools is committed to the 

partnership model as it increases the number of available 

high-quality seats for the cityõs four-year-olds, and 

provides the flexibility to meet the needs of communities 

and families. Additionally, the model allows for the 

sharing of space and staffing, reduces duplication of 

efforts, and leverages state and federal funding to serve 

the maximum number of children citywide. In order to 

expand access, and reach the goal of universal Pre-K, the 

district and its partners recognize the need to coordinate 

expansion efforts, secure stable and reliable revenue 

sources, address barriers to families accessing Pre-K, and 

support providers in delivering high-quality 

programming. 
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Despite the number of early learning programs available 

in the city and the expansion of Pre-K, many families are 

still struggling to access high-quality early learning. 

According to a recent survey, approximately one-quarter 

of Portlandõs kindergarteners had no prior early learning 

experiences.iii Working toward the goal of ensuring all 

Portlandõs four-year-olds are connected to high-quality 

Pre-K settings, Starting Strong contracted with the 

University of Southern Maine to research both the 

historical and current state of public and private Pre-K 

classrooms in Portland.  

 

The report used a mixed-method approach to research 

and data collection, including a review of Portland and 

PPS demographic data and analysis of PPS data 

regarding public Pre-K. The report also included a 

survey of private preschool providers, key informant 

interviews with preschool and social service providers, 

and interviews with other districts in the state with 

public preschool programs. Findings highlighted areas 

of strength and gaps in Pre-K programming along with 

a set of recommendations. 

 

  

University of Southern Maine 

Recommendations: 

1. Expand the hours of the PPS Pre-K 
program and address child care needs  

2. Hire more multilingual staff  

3. Increase teacher and staff 
coaching/training opportunities  

4. Hire a full-time Pre-K coordinator  

5. Let early childhood education 
professionals lead with their wisdom 
and experience  

6. Address pay disparity  

7. Make decisions about the universality 
of the program and the lottery system  

8. PPS data development around 
declines for spots and where students 
attended preschool  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


