Dear Editor, Des Moines Register:

As the debate rages on as to whether we have funding for preschool in Iowa, the Register reports (January 27, 2011) that after three years there is no "hard data" about the effectiveness of the state's Statewide Voluntary Preschool Program.  In my leadership role as the executive director of the state association that represents professionals in the early childhood field who are committed both to high standards and accountability, I would urge policy makers and state officials to ensure that assessments of children's progress are used appropriately and honestly.  We need a plan that uses varied, appropriate, conceptually and technically sound instruments that are designed to evaluate the outcomes that the programs are intended to produce. Inappropriate assessment is worse than no assessment at all. 

Unfortunately, the headline nature of the Register's article is ultimately a distraction from the real issue at stake, namely sufficient funding for extensive and high quality preschool services for Iowa's children. Iowa’s Statewide Voluntary Preschool Program is based on standards that originated with NAEYC, our parent organization. While we feel that these research-based standards for the state program give us a foundation of confidence, the Iowa Association for the Education of Young Children welcomes the opportunity to help create a thoughtful, appropriate early childhood data system, something we as Iowa’s early childhood leadership are doing through our Early Childhood Iowa system, with its unique public-private partnerships. 
We urge Iowa's policymakers to look to the recommendations and cautions of the National Research Council of the National Academies of Sciences report in 2008 on this issue. (http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12446 ). In addition, we urge all interested Iowans to read the NAEYC position statement on Curriculum, Assessment, and Program Evaluation,  (http://www.naeyc.org/positionstatements ) that provides useful guidance for these decisions.
Barbara Merrill

Executive Director

Iowa Association for the Education of Young Children

Referenced materials available on our website, www.iowaaeyc.org
