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It’s called “Ready by 5, Fine by 9,” and it has two critical goals. 

Connecticut’s children must start kindergarten armed with the skills they’ll 
need to succeed, and they must be top-notch readers by the time they finish 

third grade. 
 

To make those things happen, Connecticut has to ensure that children 
experience a smooth transition from pre-school to kindergarten, says 

Governor M. Jodi Rell. 
 

“The gains that are made in pre-school cannot and must not be lost when a 
child enters elementary school,” Rell said during a September forum 

sponsored by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. “The challenges that the children 
will actually bring with them to kindergarten must be identified early and 

dealt with early. In these early years, children develop their love of learning, 
and they come to know the joys and the fun and, yes, even the hard work of 

academic success. We don’t want to lose that. 

 
“You don’t want any child to fall away because suddenly they’re faced with a 

different set of principles, a different set of schools, a different place,” she 
said. “They need and deserve all of these experiences. Our responsibility is 

to create an environment where this can and does occur and then continue 
it.” 

 
Rell is one of five governors nationwide who has been working with the 

Kellogg Foundation and the Education Commission of the States to convene 
one-day forums that explore the links between early childhood education 

and elementary school. The Governors’ Forums: Linking Ready Kids to Ready 
Schools, bring together educators, education experts and policy makers to 

review and accelerate strategies to help children move seamlessly from the 
early years to elementary school and beyond. The 2008 forums – in Arizona, 

Colorado, Connecticut, Ohio and Pennsylvania – also are expected to 

produce information that could guide policy makers in state and national 
government and culminate in a session in Washington in early 2009. 

 
The aim, explained Robert Pianta, dean of the Curry School of Education and 

director of the Center for Advanced Teaching and Learning at the University 
of Virginia, is “to build a statewide agenda that filters down to levels that 

actually affect kids and parents.” 
 

Unlike earlier decades, where many, if not most, children started school 
when they were five or six, it now is common for two-, three- and four-year-

olds to attend pre-school. Yet school systems have not changed to 
accommodate their needs, particularly when children  move from day care or 

pre-school into elementary school, experts at the forum said. There is no 
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continuity, nothing to help children transition easily from one place to the 

next. 
 

“If we were to ride around the city, and if we visited every place that a 
three-year-old was spending time, at some level we would want that place 

to be like school, and we would want that schooling to connect to the other 
schooling experiences that kid was likely to have after that,” Pianta said in a 

keynote address. “I think that image is a very important one to have in our 
heads as we begin to try to build systems that align and do this transition 

work, because fundamentally we are building a school, we’re building a place 
that makes sense, and to do that we need to link senders and receivers.” 

 
Pianta and others stressed the importance of communication on many 

levels: between parents and early childhood educators and caregivers, 
between pre-school and elementary school teachers, between elementary 

school teachers and parents, between principals and caregivers and parents. 

And, of course, between all these people and the children, so that they will 
be prepared to shift among classrooms and schools and teachers with 

varying styles, standards and demands. 
 

Recent research demonstrates just how critical these connections are to 
ease transitions and to make sure children don’t fall behind. “There’s 

increasingly evidence to show that these early gaps do not remediate,” 
Pianta said. “We don’t catch kids up. And, increasingly, we’re learning that 

we almost can’t catch kids up when we don’t get those experiences early. 
We are talking more and more about these early years as a critical period.” 

 
The task of reforming education to provide a seamless transition for young 

learners is complicated by the global economic crisis, Rell said. However, she 
added, Connecticut can embark on a number of steps that are affordable. 

 

“It’s going to be a lean couple of years, make no mistake about it. And 
although the state’s economy has so far outpaced the national one, the crisis 

on Wall Street and elsewhere doubtless will have an effect on our revenues 
right here in Connecticut,” Rell said. “Fortunately, we also know that we can 

advance our early education goals through some no- and low-cost 
opportunities.” 

 
Among other things, Rell told the crowd in the Legislative Office Building in 

Hartford, there must be strong ties among parents, pre-school and 
elementary school teachers. “We need to have an intentional alignment 

between pre-school and kindergarten, have that purpose and that focus to 
bring that pre-school child into kindergarten ready to learn,” she said. 

“Teachers at all levels need to be sharing information about the children 
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they teach. All parents have to be decision makers in the progress of their 

children.” 
 

Currently, there is little coordination among early childhood educators and 
other caregivers – be they pre-schools, day care centers, parents or other 

relatives or neighbors – and elementary schools, Rell and others said. And 
parents have far too little interaction with their children’s kindergarten 

teachers before school starts. The notion that each of a child’s caregivers 
and educators need to be linked was a recurring theme of the forum. 

 
No one questioned the need for change. 

 
“We know the correlations between poverty and the conditions poor kids 

grow-up in and that’s again why we’re excited to say, we get these five-year 
olds walking into our kindergartens, and our kindergarten is ready to 

embrace them, we have changed the world,” said Sterling K. Speirn, 

president and CEO of the W.K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF), based in Battle 
Creek, Mich. WKKF has spent $57 million in seven years on a program called 

SPARK, Supporting Partnerships to Assure Ready Kids. SPARK works in eight 
locations around the country to enhance education for vulnerable children by 

fostering partnerships among parents, early education providers, elementary 
school teachers and principals. The idea is to make children ready for 

schools and to make schools ready for children – to provide the kind of 
seamless transitions Rell was talking about. 

 
“We have spent too many decades measuring the cost of failure,” Speirn 

said. In Michigan, “we have one of the highest per capita incarceration rates. 
We spend more than most states on prisons. We know the cost of failure. 

What we have to be brave and bold about is talking to our citizens and our 
partners about the cost of success.” 

 

Some startling statistics illustrate the odds of failure, according to Janice 
Gruendel, a senior policy adviser to Rell on Children and Youth and co-chair 

of the Connecticut Early Childhood Education Cabinet. In 2006, she said, 
more than 41,600 babies were born in the state. Nearly 18,300 of them – 44 

percent – were born to families that live within 185 percent of the federal 
poverty level, more than 15,900 were born to mothers who did not graduate 

from high school and more than 14,000 were born to single mothers (there 
is no way to know how many of these are the same children). Those are 

three of the greatest risk factors that determine whether a child will be 
ready for school, she said. Others include a lack of English, maternal 

depression, family domestic violence, parental substance abuse and parental 
incarceration. Health factors, such as low birth weight, lead poisoning, 
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childhood asthma, developmental disabilities and abuse and neglect, also 

can lead to poor school readiness. 
 

“When babies don’t get what they need – quality interactions with caring 
adults, access to health care – they enter pre-school behind. When they 

don’t get what they need in pre-school, they enter kindergarten behind. And 
that starts a pathway….” she said. Some states use third grade reading 

scores to predict their future prison populations, and Gruendel noted that 
the average reading level in Connecticut’s prisons is, indeed, between third 

and fifth grade. 
 

It is the children who fall behind in reading who tend to end up in special 
education, who fail mastery tests, who drop out of high school, who become 

pregnant teens, who end up on welfare or behind bars, she continued. “And 
then guess what happens?” Gruendel said. “They become the next set of 

parents. This is a perfect storm for us, and not one that we can afford to be 

inattentive to.” 
 

A noted leader in early childhood education, Connecticut is targeting babies 
born in 2006 and every year after that for its “Ready by 5, Fine by 9” 

program. 
 

“It’s pretty simple. All children ready by 5, and fine by 9. Think of that! 
That’s not some little thing,” Gruendel said. “Every year, those children are 

going to be on target developmentally. Pretty straightforward. When they 
get to kindergarten, they will be healthy and fully ready, and when they get 

to third grade they will be reading at a mastery level, which is the goal level 
for the state.” 

 
The challenges are significant: half the children from the state’s poorest 

districts do  not have the skills they need to enter kindergarten, fewer than 

three in 10 read as well as they are expected to by the end of third grade 
and 40 percent do not have the health care they need, statewide data show. 

 
Part of the problem, Gruendel said, is that school officials don’t talk to 

parents, don’t tell them what to expect and what to do to help their children. 
As a result, she said, parents are unprepared, and their children suffer. 

“They don’t know what their children are going to learn in kindergarten and 
first grade, and they feel unable to therefore help them. We can fix that.  

That’s a strategic communications strategy, and we need to get going on it.” 
 

Pre-school and kindergarten teachers and principals need to work together 
to align curricula both vertically and horizontally so that what students are 

learning is connected in every way – both between pre-schools and 
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elementary schools as well as among classrooms at each grade level. They 

also need joint professional development, Gruendel said. Further, she said, 
schools need to better measure how children are doing, and pre-schools and 

elementary schools need to share the information. 
 

  At the state level, she said, officials need data about children entering 
kindergarten: risk assessments, accomplishments and challenges. 

 
Those types of reforms – the gathering and sharing of information, the 

increased communication with parents – are doable and affordable, Gruendel 
said. 

 
“I honestly do not believe it is going to take a lot of money to do what we 

need to do next, because we’re already doing it. We need to do it in a more 
informed way, more intentionally, need to leverage the resources that we 

have around pre-K to K transitions,” she said.  “I am not talking about 

health care.  I am not talking about the expansion of pre-school.  Those 
things are going to take money. What we are about today we can do with 

the resources that we have, and the people that we are.” 
 

Much of the need centers on building relationships, said Pianta, of the 
University of Virginia. 

 
“We see, very clearly, less family connections with school and less time with 

teachers.  Kids just have less time with teachers,” he said. And much of the 
contact between teachers and parents is pro forma. 

 
“What we have are generic contacts – fairs, letters that go home that people 

can’t read or that get stuffed in a backpack in a way that no one can 
understand what it is they are supposed to read and do. Almost every single 

personal contact that a parent has with the child’s teacher at kindergarten 

happens after school starts, and it’s always at school,” Pianta said. “Again, 
think again about the risks, the families that kids are coming from, and how 

hard it is that we are making it for people. These are too little, too late and 
too impersonal.” 

 
Effective transition practices, he said, “are fundamentally relationships.” 

 
However, Pianta went on to list a number of other reforms that he 

considered necessary that would bear price tags, though he said the 
financial requirements were “not very big.” Improving classroom instruction, 

for instance. Currently, he said, teachers are not equally prepared to give 
students what they need. Some are intimidated by math and don’t want to 

teach it. Others don’t know how to reach out to vulnerable students or to 
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deal effectively with active children. Many spend too much time on 

administrative work and don’t pay enough attention to their students. 
 

The result is a hodgepodge of learning. 
 

“So how do you define readiness in the state of Connecticut? How is that 
translated in the city of Hartford? How is that translated in Bloomfield, or 

Bridgeport, the other kinds of places in the state, in ways that are 
measurable?” he asked. “How do you translate the notion of quality in 

classrooms so that a teacher of a four-year old in your publicly funded, four-
year-old program has an understanding of what she’s doing with kids in the 

same way that’s connected to the way that the second grade teacher in the 
program that those children will go to a couple years downstream is also 

clued in?” 
 

Instruction from classroom to classroom is so varied, Pianta said, that a child 

has only a 10 percent chance of ending up in a high-quality classroom from 
one year to the next. “It’s luck,” he asserted. 

 
“Our systems aren’t producing enough quality across the board so that it’s 

not luck but it becomes a guarantee, it becomes an insurance policy,” he 
said. 

 
“And we also see an extraordinarily lack of alignment on curriculum, on the 

quality of kids’ experiences, on a teacher-child interaction. So, in a sense, 
things are not good when we look inside the classroom. There is an 

extraordinary amount of work to do there.”   
 

Pianta suggested that it is possible to make instruction uniformly strong by 
establishing  common denominators, common linkages and a common 

language to teach children from the earliest years on. In addition, he agreed 

with Gruendel that pre-school and elementary school teachers should 
participate in joint professional development programs so that their practices 

and curricula are aligned.  
 

Even before a child attends an elementary school, someone in that school 
should be responsible for reaching out to the child, to his or her parents and 

to his or her day care or pre-school provider. What’s  more, Pianta said, 
children and their parents should have the opportunity to meet with 

kindergarten teachers before school begins. 
 

The obstacles to such communication and outreach often are principals, who 
traditionally have been the gatekeepers to American schools, said Roger 
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Sampson, president of the Education Commission of the States. There is no 

two-way dialogue. 
 

Sampson urged Connecticut to provide a model for change that other states 
could follow. He noted that three previous speakers at the forum said 

educators and policy makers knew what was necessary to remedy school-
transition problems.  

 
“If it’s not rocket science – and I agree that it’s not, and I agree we do know 

how to do this – then is it a lack of political will?  Is it a lack of humanity that 
we won’t make the changes that aren’t money related?” he asked. “They are 

system related. They are recognition related.  They are communication 
related. We have to make this change.” 

 
A number of participants in the one-day forum, both on a panel and in the 

audience, concurred that early childhood education and the transition to 

elementary school were critical to a child’s success. 
 

In Bloomfield, Conn., the public schools superintendent, David Title, said he 
has been working to close an achievement gap between minority and white 

students. “…If we don’t attack the issue of early education, then you can 
forget it,” he said. 

 
Andrew Lachman, executive director of the Connecticut Center for School 

Change, pointed out that about 50 percent of children struggle during the 
transition from early childhood education to kindergarten. 

 
“Some struggle a lot,” he said. “And, so, if you want to make sure that your 

kid does really well in school, it matters whether or not in fact curriculum is 
aligned, whether or not teachers are sharing expectations, whether or not 

people have a similar vision for what should be happening educationally.” 

 
But June Malone, who directs the Early Childhood Program for a community 

action agency in Bridgeport, Conn., pointed out one of the underlying 
problems in implementing change. Parents from different communities view 

education issues through different lenses. 
 

“While I work in the inner city, I live in an affluent suburban community,” 
Malone said. “The conversations that I have with my neighbor is very 

different from the conversations that I have with my colleagues and my co-
workers and people in this room. 

 
“When I talk about the achievement gap, most of my suburban neighbors, 

they are very well educated, but they are under the mistake and impression 
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that their children are doing just fine, and that if some other child isn’t doing 

fine it’s their parents fault,” she said. “There’s very little will, and very little 
interest in digging in and looking beyond their own prejudice and their own 

belief and their own value systems to look at what’s really sustaining the 
perpetual poverty that children are living in, and the perpetual school failure 

that children experience. I think until we do some kind of massive education, 
(until) our talks start hitting home to those very well-educated suburban 

parents, you’re not going to have the political will to make the investment 
and to move the system.” 

 
Pianta emphasized that schools have to lead the way and work with parents, 

superintendents and political leaders, such as mayors. 
 

The city of Hartford has a champion for children in Mayor Eddie Perez, said 
Richard Sussman, director of the Brighter Futures Initiative for the Hartford 

Foundation for Public Giving. In 2005, Perez created a Cabinet for Young 

Children, an Office for Young Children and a Blueprint for Young Children 
that includes as one of six “building blocks” the provision of a smooth 

transition from pre-school to elementary school. 
 

“Having that kind of system is what strengthens our community,” Sussman 
said, “and helps us get ready kids for ready schools.” 

 
 
 
For more information, please contact: Andrea Sybinsky, Communications Consortium Media Center, at 

asybinsky@ccmc.org or 202-715-0381. 

 


