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FOREWORD:

	 It is my great pleasure to present the Santa Cruz County All Succeed with Access to Preschool 
(ASAP) Plan. This blueprint represents the work of over 100 early educators, teachers, school 
administrators, service providers and other community members. Their dedication to participating in the 
process developed this plan for expanding access to high-quality preschool for children in Santa Cruz 
County. We are grateful to the David and Lucile Packard Foundation for providing the resources that enabled 
our community to conduct the research and hold the critical discussions that were necessary to produce a 
meaningful and comprehensive document.

	 Although there is still work to be done to turn our vision of high-quality preschool for all children 
into a reality, this plan positions us to make strategic use of our existing resources and take action as new 
resources become available. Significant progress is being made in raising public awareness about the 
benefits of high-quality preschool programs for children, families and communities. The scientific evidence 
that the early years of a child’s life set the stage for future success has never been more compelling. This plan 
is a testament to our commitment to provide quality early learning environments for the children of Santa 
Cruz County. 

	 My deepest appreciation goes to the Child Care Planning Council and First 5 Santa Cruz County for 
their time, expertise and continued dedication so that all children have an opportunity to succeed in school.   

	 As Superintendent, I remain steadfast in my commitment to work together to ensure that all children 
receive a quality early education that prepares them to succeed in school and life.

Sincerely,

Michael Watkins
Santa Cruz County Superintendent of Schools 
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	 The Work Groups met monthly and consisted of members of the Child Care Planning Council, kindergarten 
teachers, school and district administrators, social service providers and other community stakeholders. Meeting 
agendas and minutes were posted on the Child Care Planning Council’s web site as a means to provide opportunities 
for cross-committee communication.

	 Chairs for the Work Groups were individuals with extensive experience and connections in the field of early 
childhood education. The Chairs planned and facilitated their Work Group meetings, leading their members through 
discussions to agreements on the recommendations included in this plan. The Chairs met monthly with each other 
to coordinate their work across committees and develop a cohesive set of recommendations.

	 An Advisory Committee provided feedback and additional guidance to the Work Groups as data was 
analyzed and preliminary recommendations were made. The Advisory Committee consisted of the  
Steering Committee, Work Groups and other community stakeholders. Advisory Committee members met in 
September 2008, February 2009 and May 2009. Each meeting was designed to keep members informed and 
obtain their input on the Work Groups’ recommendations. Products that were developed for, or as a result of, 
Advisory Committee meetings include the following:
	 Overview of Santa Cruz County’s Preschool Planning Process 
	 Timeline for the Planning Process
	 Key Terms, Meanings and Acronyms 
	 Preschool Logic Model
	 Presentation of Data Findings

	 Staff from the Santa Cruz County Office of Education provided project oversight and coordination services. 
The communication and logistical arrangements that occurred between meetings helped ensure that all stakeholders 
had the opportunity to stay informed and participate according to their level of interest and availability.

	 A team of consultants worked closely with the SCCOE staff to provide research services and assistance  
with project management. Ceres Policy Research provided research services, chaired the Data Work Group and 
worked with the other Work Group Chairs to determine how to utilize the data when developing their 
recommendations. Optimal Solutions Consulting facilitated the Advisory Committee meetings and provided 
support with managing the planning process. 
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	 USING DATA TO INFORM DECISIONS

		  Providing quality preschool for all children remains the long-term 	
	 vision in Santa Cruz County.  However, this planning process began when 
	 California’s economy was in a sharp decline and there were no, or very few,
	 known prospects for new funding. Given that context, planning participants
	 agreed that it was important to make data-informed decisions about where
	 and how to most effectively expand access to quality preschool in the event 	
	 that new funding became available.

	 Ceres Policy Research conducted a multi-method research project 	
	 designed to answer the following questions:
		  What factors impact families’ choices about whether to enroll their 	
		  children in preschool?
		  What challenges do families face when they want to send their 	
		  children to preschool?
		  What is the current status of our preschool workforce as it relates 
		  to quality indicators?
		  How often do families and preschool teachers practice kindergarten
		  readiness skills? 
		  How many preschool facilities would our county need to 
		  meet demand? 

	 Three types of data were collected and analyzed, resulting in a set of localized data that had previously been 
unavailable in Santa Cruz County.  
 
Countywide Test Scores
	 STAR test scores were collected for 2,878 students from 36 elementary schools in the county. API scores 
were collected for 11,365 students at the same schools. School averages were collected as well as the averages 
for identified subgroups of students:  low-incom students who are fluent in English.

   I t was  
important to 
make data-
informed  
decisions about 
where and  
how to most 
effectively  
expand access 
to quality  
preschool
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This data was analyzed by calculating averages to measure the differences across subgroups.

	 It should be noted that while standardized tests are flawed measures of intelligence or ability 
(Hamp-Lyons and Davies 2008; Kim and Sunderman, 2005; Madhere 1995; Graves and Johnson, 1995), test scores 
nonetheless measure gaps in academic achievement between certain groups of students. For the purposes of this 
planning process, test score data was analyzed to determine whether and to what extent Santa Cruz County’s 
students mirror national and state statistics about school readiness and achievement gaps, particularly among 
certain groups of children.

Family Survey
	 In an effort to understand the perspective of families, a survey was administered to 1,000 families at 34 
elementary schools across the county. The Data Work Group decided to survey families of kindergarten students, 
as this would provide a broad and representative sample that included families who did not send their children to 
preschool, as well as those families who did send their children to preschool. 

	 The survey instrument consisted of 27 questions and sub-questions developed by the Articulation and 

Transition, Family and Diverse Delivery Systems and Facilities and Finance Work Groups. The survey 
questions were designed to obtain data about what factors impact families’ choices regarding preschool and what 
activities children did at home in the year prior to kindergarten. Kindergarten teachers were instrumental in 
obtaining completed surveys from families. Individual teachers who returned 75% of their class surveys to the 
Data Work Group were given $50 gift cards for their efforts.

Early Educator Survey
	 A survey was administered by phone, mail and the internet to directors and supervisors of 79 family child 
care sites and 81 child care centers that serve 3 and 4-year olds. For the purposes of this survey, child care centers 
were defined as the distinct sites where preschool services are provided (as opposed to the administrative agencies 
that may operate multiple centers).

	 Separate surveys were developed for center staff and family child care providers. The survey instrument 
consisted of 66 questions developed by the Workforce and Quality Work Group, Family and Diverse Delivery 

System Work Group, Finance and Facility Work Group and Articulation and Transition Work Groups.  
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	 Information on demographics, education levels and California Child Development Teacher permits was 
collected for 461 early educators (122 from family child care sites, 339 from centers). In addition, the surveys 
contained a series of questions about the activities they do with children in preschool. These questions were similar 
to the ones in the family survey about activities children did at home in the year prior to kindergarten.

	 All instruments were provided in English and Spanish, with bilingual and bicultural researchers 
contacting Spanish-speaking providers. The respondents taught in neighborhoods across the county and varied in 
languages spoken, racial and ethnic identities, and approaches to curriculum design and implementation in their 
early education setting.



	 WHAT WE LEARNED
	 Countywide Test Scores:
			   Analysis of Santa Cruz County’s STAR test scores and API scores reveal 	
	 similar achievement gaps that are occurring at a national and statewide level.  	
	 In particular, test scores on English-language arts and math reveal wide gaps in 
	 proficiency between 1) Caucasian students and Latino students, 
	 2) English learners and students who are fluent in English, and 3) low-income 
	 students and mid-high income students by the second-grade. The chart below	
	 shows that countywide, the average English-language arts proficiency rate for 
	 Caucasian and mid-high income children in second-grade is 62 percent,
	 which is at least three times higher than the average rates for Latino students 
	 (19 percent), low-income students (18 percent), and students learning 		
	 English (12 percent).

t’s not just
the availability
of preschool 
programs 
that leads to 
positive 
outcomes in 
school and 
life, but it’s 
the quality of 
the preschool 
programs that 
makes the 
difference.
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	 Similarly, Caucasian and mid-high income children have average math proficiency rates of 73 percent as 
compared to 39 percent of Latino and low-income students and 35 percent of students learning English, 
as shown in the chart below.

	 These findings confirmed the ASAP planning participants’ decision to focus preschool expansion efforts on 
a high-priority population, namely, children and their families who are Latino, English learners and/or have 
lower incomes.

Family Survey

	 The family survey results provide insight into what factors impact choices about whether to enroll children 
in preschool. It should be noted that kindergarten teachers working in schools with high proportions of English 
learner, Latino, and low-income students returned a higher number of surveys.

Percent Proficient in Math

Caucasian Mid-high 
Income

Latino Low 
Income

English 
Learner

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Math Proficiency Rates



25

	 As a result, the data findings reflect an overrepresentation of families who fall within the high-priority  
population.  Of the 1,000 respondents that completed the family survey:  

	 41 percent spoke only English at home; 37 percent spoke only Spanish at home; 19 percent spoke 
	 English and Spanish at home; 3 percent spoke another language.
	 58 percent identified themselves as Latino, Hispanic, Mexican, or Mexican-American; 34 percent 
	 identified as Caucasian or European American; 3 percent identified as Japanese, Chinese, Filipino 	
	 or other Asian or Pacific Islander identity; 1 percent identified as African-American; 4 percent 
	 identified themselves as another ethnic or racial identity.
	 43 percent earned $0-25,000 per year, 24 percent earned $25,000-50,000 per year; 17 percent earned 	
	 $50,000-100,000 per year; 16 percent earned over $100,000 per year.
	 79 percent had children that went to family child care sites or child care centers in the year prior to 
	 kindergarten.  
	 Looking at differences across subpopulations, 72 percent of children in the high-priority population 
	 attended preschool compared with 88 percent of the rest of the population.

	 The families whose children attended preschool were asked to identify the reasons that they chose their 
particular preschools.  Families in the high-priority population reported that the five most influential factors were:

	 The preschool was near home or work (57%). 
	 Preschool staff spoke the same language as the respondents (44%). 
	 The preschool was easy to get to (44%).
	 The preschool was safe and clean (44%). 
	 There were available spaces (35%).  

	 Other important reasons for choosing preschools were that staff had degrees in early childhood education 
(33%), staff respected their culture (30%), and the preschool was open during the hours they worked (30%).
Table 1 compares responses of families in the high-priority population whose children attended preschool (n= 440) 
to responses of other families who were not in the high-priority population. There were statistically significant 
differences regarding the influence of:

	 Preschool staff that spoke the same language as the respondents (44% of high-priority families selected 		
	 this as a reason for choosing a preschool vs 13% of other families)
	 Staff that respected the family’s culture (30% vs 22%)
	 The preschool met the special education needs of children (18% vs 10%).




