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“The direction in which education 
starts a man will determine his future 

in life.”
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EDITOR’S 
LETTER

Welcome, dear readers. As you may be aware already, the theme for this month’s editorial is education. While we 
acknowledge the ongoing pandemic and its detrimental effects, especially to our students in classrooms across the 
country, this editorial vows to uphold the mission statement of Next Publius: Disrupting media echo chambers by 
bringing opposing sides together and creating valuable discussion. For that reason, our editorial will focus on four 
other equally essential issues our education system faces today.

In our first article, The Wrong Type of Competition, written by Justin Rupert, we explore the reality of the overemphasis 
of sports in our schools. Justin’s article not only argues why prioritizing education above athletics is a good idea, but 
also seeks to provide a more in-depth understanding of how our current school culture affects the country. 

While you may not agree with Justin’s stance on defunding sports, Teagan Milford’s The Problem with Cutting Arts 
Education might give you a different perspective as she calls attention to the lack of fundings for the arts in our school 
systems. In her article, Teagan even points out how such a practice impedes--if not prevents--a student’s growth. 
Though this article focuses on the necessity of fine arts, not sports, when read together, the idea of reinvesting in arts 
and defunding sports is a concept worth considering. 

Furthermore, in Andrew Taramykin’s USA 1001: Intro to Democracy, we bring it back to the classic US education. In 
Andrew’s writing, he examines our current political landscape and advocates for the comeback of civics education to 
bridge partisanship and increase political understanding across the nation. 

Last but certainly not least, in John Bedell’s U is for Universal Pre-K, our last article, he encourages us to envisage a 
more attainable and sustainable future where pre-kindergarten education is available for all. Though this idea may 
appear far-fetched, I promise you—you might just change your mind after reading John’s work. 

It is through continuous education that we improve ourselves, and it is through schools where we first educate our 
children. I encourage you to read and digest the message of these four articles and give them your full consideration. 
If you like our articles, make sure you follow us on our social media platforms so that you don’t miss any news from 
us!

Yours,

Landon Lai, NP editor 
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Americans are no strangers to competition. 
Quite frankly, the American paradigm 
of thinking has been centered on the 
principles of competition, ranging from 

business markets to youth sports. However, not all 
forms of competition are created with equal value, 
and when it comes to ensuring a sustainable future, 
priorities need to be established. One of the primary 
institutions that needs to recognize these priorities is 
the United States’ education system. A major conflict 
of interest in American education is the oversaturation 
of sports, a major distraction that diverts time and 
resources away from academic instruction, whose 
purpose is to equip individuals with technical 
knowledge and critical skills necessary for the future. 
Thus it is imperative for steps to be taken to ensure the 
contradictions are removed and the issue is amended 
by distancing schools from sports.

THE WRONG 
TYPE OF 

COMPETITION

JUSTIN ROBERT
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At face value, the United States does have high ranks in several educational metrics, particularly 

in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) for fifteen year-old students in 2018. On a scale of 1 

to 4, with 1 being the lowest and 4 being the highest, the United States occupied Level 3 in the 

Reading and Science categories and Level 2 in Math, which is relatively promising considering 

its large population. However, upon further inspection, the United States consistently lagged 

behind other major economic leaders such as China, Japan, and Germany in Math and Science, 

the two foundational subjects that lead to success in the STEM field and by extension the 

Information Technology Sector. This trend is indicative of two worrying considerations.

Firstly, the United States education is underperforming relative to its economy on a global 

scale. The United States ranks thirteenth in Gross Domestic Product at Purchasing Power 

Parity per capita ($59,928), which outpaces Germany (nineteenth at $52,556 per capita), Japan 

(twenty-eighth at $42,067), and China (seventy-ninth at $16,842). However, the United States 

in 2015-2016 spent $706 billion towards public elementary and secondary schools, 3.8% of its 

2016 GDP of $18.7 trillion. This means that the United States is underperforming against its 

peers in education despite being one of the leading countries in economic performance. This 

does not bode well for future growth due to the growing importance of technological growth 

and innovation in growing the economy and promoting sustainability. Being unable to keep 

pace in math and science puts the US at a disadvantage, for lagging behind in innovation can 

make the US dependent on other countries’ success.

Global Competition: From Textbooks to the Economy

Secondly, China is already primed to be the frontrunner in 

global technological innovation. It is no secret that the United 

States and China have been at economic odds in the past years, 

and the competition in the information technology market can 

suddenly tip the balance to one side’s advantage. China already 

has experienced tremendous growth in innovation in the past 

decade, racing to establish 5G, aiming for leadership in Artificial 

Intelligence development, and investing in semiconductors. A 

significant factor in China’s past and future success has been its 

efficiency in education, being the only country to be in PISA’s 

Level 4 in Reading, Math, and Science. By no means is the US an 

undereducated country on the global scale, but the lower PISA 

averages compared to China, Japan, and Germany show how 

there are many untapped aspects in the education system that 

need to be expanded on to ensure a pipeline towards economic 

success is established.
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The Problem: Breaking Under the Load of Distractions

There are a multitude of issues that the entire US education system must address. However a 

major limiting factor to maximum school efficiency is the overemphasis on sports, and having 

a conflict of interest will not benefit an education system that still has significant struggles in 

ensuring high standards are met.

Although the causal relationship between spending time participating in sports and declining 

student performance can be disputed, it is important for contextualization that schools in the 

US have been struggling to maximize student success. Across the board, for fourth and eighth 

graders, scores in math and reading have dropped for the 2019 National Assessment of Education 

Progress (NAEP) test. Particularly for eighth graders, the average reading score has declined 

by three points and the average math score by one point compared to 2017. Advancing past 

secondary school, colleges overall have a six-year graduation rate of 60% for a four-year bachelor’s 

degree. At face value this would be a reasonable rate, but instead, it demonstrates that colleges 

are not efficient in ensuring that six years can guarantee a student obtaining a degree that would 

otherwise take four years to obtain. Furthermore, the traditional bachelor’s degree itself is 

starting to become an archaic ticket to the workplace since other forms of valid credentials are 

becoming more significant and competitive in the digital workspace. These statistics highlight 

that American education is not in a position to handle extraneous functions that compete with 

academics, and sports, in this case, only serves to subvert efforts to strengthen academics in these 

institutions.

Subversion of academic functions is particularly notorious at the collegiate level in the United 

States. Collegiate athletics cause massive financial investments from their college institutions 

whether it is a big market sport--such as football or basketball--or not. In a report by the Delta 

Cost Project, median spending for Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) athletics was around $92,000 

per athlete compared to around $14,000 per full-time equivalent students of the same institutions 

in 2010, a massive disparity in spending for an academic institution. Most NCAA Division 1 

athletic departments are not even financially solvent on their own as well, with most relying 

on institutional financial support to make up for the lack of revenue that big market sports 

would possess. Additionally, there are claims that colleges repeatedly lower standards to 

ensure elite athletes enter their schools and achieve adequate grades. Thus the picture the 

American college system paints is one of sports fetishization rather than dedicating as much 

resources as possible towards priming future leaders for success in their respective fields. Of 

course, there are highly successful academic institutions that do not excessively emphasize 

the value of sports, but exorbitant financial dedication to sports programs should not be the 

norm of any academic institution.

Lastly, advocating for school involvement in sports is not justified nor is it commercially 

efficient for students. The NCAA itself reports that of the millions of high school athletes, 

no sport sees more than 13% go to any of the NCAA’s three divisions -with the exception 

of women’s ice hockey. Furthermore, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that there 

are only around 10,800 professional athletes and sports competitors, further cutting down 

the number of NCAA participants that will be professionally employed. Dedicating large 

amounts of funding towards a demographic that will only decline in numbers at a rapid 

pace is not a pragmatic financial policy for schools that are incentivized to maximize post-

graduation success of their students. The majority of the workforce will be going towards 

growing industries that contribute the most to economic growth, so schools should dedicate 

resources to maximizing effective instruction for those fields instead. A rebuttal of this 

argument can certainly be that the majority of athletes do not intend to move to the next level 

but rather complement their academics. This would be valid if there were no academic and 

financial consequences, but in reality, schools are not successful enough to warrant spending 

large sums of capital towards athletic programs.
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What Can Be Changed?

There are two joint ways that the separation of education from sports can be 

accomplished without excessively compromising American sports culture.

Firstly, let the private sector handle sports. Sports clubs and leagues that are not 

dependent on schools participating already exist and do not take away tax dollars 

that are intended for education. Allowing other leagues to compete with originally 

school-based leagues such as the NCAA on the collegiate level can improve the 

sports sector as well. Leagues that help prepare athletes for professional sports, 

such as the XFL and AAF for football, can be able to attract future NFL prospects 

without NCAA monopolization. Youth sports already have club sports, and 

without major school participation, costs to participate in clubs can decrease due 

to more participants funneling in from schools in which they originally competed 

for. Thus academic institutions can focus on education while the private sector 

can fill the void in sports participation.
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Secondly, let students have more control of their school-based sports activities. 

If students want to play recreationally while being semi-competitive at the 

youth sports level or collegiate level, allow them to have more administrative 

authority over their activities. This allows students to practically develop skills 

in administration and management which would originally be delegated to 

salaried employees, and it would be less of a financial burden on schools to 

support these smaller recreational programs.

Thus a competitive and non-competitive area for sports can be achieved while 

removing schools’ involvement. Tax dollars intended for education should not 

be funneled into athletic departments, and it is the primary responsibility of 

schools to dedicate 100% of its resources towards cultivating future leaders and 

ensuring they have an environment conducive to their future success.



The Problem 
with Cutting 
Arts Education
Teagan Milford

Nineteenth-century scholar, 
philosopher, and psychologist 

John Dewey wrote,
“If I were asked to name the most needed of 

all reforms in the spirit of education, I should 

say: ‘Cease conceiving of education as a mere 

preparation for later life, and make it the full 

meaning of the present life.” 

In today’s educational climate, many students feel disengaged in a public school system that seems to 

prioritize test scores over mental health, safety, and intellectual engagement. There is so much emphasis 

on the future, whether college plans or career choices, and not enough focus on education for the now, 

which produces students with a mastery of high-level calculus who have no idea how to communicate 

their emotions. The solution to this crisis is as old as human history itself and lies in two words: arts 

education. 
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While the US education system has made some improvements to implement more 

problem solving and creative thinking exercises, specifically through legislative 

actions like the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) and aspects of the Common Core 

curriculum, there is still room to grow. Systems exist to measure college or career 

readiness but not preparedness for significant non-economic aspects of life, like mental 

health and life satisfaction. Based on past school budget cuts and the current state of 

the economy, arts education in schools is not a priority for most. Some view art as a 

luxury that we simply cannot afford, while others see it as a frivolous waste of time. 

Too few people understand the benefits of arts education as a means of teaching well-

adjusted, solution-oriented students.

Before we begin discussing arts education and its benefits, we have to visualize the 

cracks in the current US education landscape. According to the American Test 

Anxieties Association, approximately 16-20% of students experience “high” to “severe” 

test anxiety due to feelings of extreme pressure in standardized situations, and this 

percentage is rising with time. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) reports that 

approximately 6.1 million children, or 9.4% of US students from 2-17 years old, have 

been diagnosed with Attention-Deficit / Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). These are 

children who often experience difficulty focusing on mundane classwork and reading 

silently. And roughly 3.2% of children, or 1.9 million, are diagnosed with depression. 

Many students cope with these mental disorders, and more, in a monotonous and 

overly standardized education environment.  In other words, millions of students in 

the United States receive a lesser education because of untreated mental health crises 

and unfit classroom conditions. 

Now, it may sound like I’m just going on a tangent. What does arts education have to 

do with mental disorders? More than you would think. Art, when created for art’s sake, 

has no rules. The details do not matter as much as the communicative abilities of the 

piece as a whole. This is why abstract paintings can evoke feelings from an audience; 

despite having no true subject matter, the colors and composition of the piece strike the 

emotional chords of the viewer. Exposing children to a medium that has no “right” answer, as opposed to 

strict one-answer-only tests, allows students to learn to not fear failure. According to Dr. Kerry Freedman, 

arts education researcher, professor of the arts, and co-Chair of the Art Education Research Institute, who 

explains in her article Rethinking Creativity: A Definition to Support Contemporary Practice, creativity 

is “the concept of freedom” that “involves critical reflection.” Dr. Freedman states that thinking creatively 

and acting on such creativity allows students to hone in their feelings of discontentment and help them 

convey their “concerns and passions.” In art, as with life, there is no correct answer, so people benefit from 

effective means of self-expression to help them find success, prosperity, and fulfillment. 

Adding arts to education does not require any fancy buildings, materials, or art specialists, though those 

certainly would help if available. Teachers on the creative platform Tik Tok, or “TeachTok,” if you will, 

share their inventive ways of integrating arts into the classroom, especially in elementary and secondary 

schooling. Some examples include dancing to remember geometric figures, sparking discussion using 

interactive lecture styles, acting out historical events, and writing songs to remember the branches of the 

US government. These are inclusive, engaging means of education and tend to improve students’ memories 

of target topics. Youki Terada, who holds a Master’s Degree in Education, writes that active engagement 

with information reinforces remembrance of the information because “it forces students to grapple with 

what they’re learning and reconstruct it in a way that makes sense to them.” Applying information to the 

arts requires students to think critically about the information being presented rather than just passively 

reading, writing, or hearing it. By encouraging students to be active learners and absorb material in ways 

that make sense to them, we develop students that are problems-solvers, critical-thinkers, and most 

importantly, well-rounded individuals. 
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In addition to its social and emotional value, arts education has economic value. Students 

who dropout of school often face difficulty in the job force and must settle for low-paying 

positions. However, students who graduate in a timely manner may seek higher education 

or a more meaningful, well-paying job position. The correlation between arts education 

and graduation rate is clear. One study reports that arts involvement increases graduation 

rate by 5 times, while another finds that students with arts education are 29% more likely 

to earn a four-year college degree as a young adult.  According to LinkedIn, the number 

one most sought after skill in 2020 is creativity. And like any skill, creativity takes practice. 

By encouraging children to explore different means of expression and communication, 

art exercises the mind to foster more inventive, out-of-the-box ideas. Even the College 

Board, a well-respected college preparation organization, recognizes the arts education as 

important for success. As of the 2019-2020 school year, the College Board offers creativity-

based Advanced Placement courses including 2-D Art and Design, 3-D Art and Design, 

Art History, Drawing, and Music Theory. Including these courses among subjects like 

Comparative Government, Microeconomics, Statistics, Biology, Chemistry, and the like 

legitimizes the role of arts in academics.

The coronavirus forced approximately 50 million students to social distance and to do 

virtual schooling in the spring of 2020, based on the National Center for Education 

Statistics fall 2019 reports. When considering public school budget cuts, arts education 

is often the first to go. The combined stress of economic downfall, online schooling, and 

a decrease in public school investment will deprive many schools of arts and cultural 

education. For example, the original 2021 fiscal year budget for New York City involved 

an almost 70% reduction of its budget for arts education in public 

middle and high schools. The arts education advocate group Arts 

are Essential protested the budget cuts, stating the arts as a necessary 

tool for expression especially in times of crisis, which caused 

Mayor De Blasio to return the funding for arts education in NYC. 

However, most communities do not have the same degree of public 

outcry for the arts. Cuts to arts education funding impact schools 

in poor and/or rural areas, which may already have scant exposure 

to culturally significant education. This is despite studies like The 

Arts and Achievement in At-Risk Youth study (2012) that reported 

improved grades, higher rates of college enrollment, higher career 

aspirations, and increased rates of civic engagement among students 

of low socioeconomic status who received high arts involvement 

education. Students should not be penalized for coming from low-

income areas by experiencing little or no cultural education in their 

curriculum. 

Rather than thinking of arts education as a luxury or an irresponsible use of public funding, 

we should think of arts as a tool. It’s a tool for personal wellness and professional growth, 

and let’s face it, art makes life a little less boring. And if I haven’t convinced you yet, let me 

leave you with this: during the months of chaos and fear and stay-at-home orders, what 

did you turn to? My guess is movies, books, television shows, music...all of which would be 

impossible without artists. So before you discount art as something we cannot or should 

not teach, think about a world without art and ask yourself if that’s a world you want to live 

in. I don’t know about you, but I sure don’t.
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USA 1001: 
Intro to 
Democracy
“The line used to be out the door.”

Those were the wistful words of the Boys State 

Chairman for American Legion Post 286 when I 

interviewed to be selected for the prestigious--

albeit less well-known than in yesteryear--youth 

government program. There were just twelve young 

men there from three area high schools. Post 286 

serves most of the city of Orlando, with more than 

a dozen schools in its territory, but most guidance 

counselors simply didn’t respond to the Legion’s 

offer, or couldn’t get any students interested. 

Months later, when I attended the program in 

Tallahassee, Florida, that same sentiment lingered. 

We were the 76th class of a proud organization 

committed to upholding and promoting American 

civic principles to the next generation, but it 

seemed like the world didn’t admire us the way 

they used to.

Such is the story of U.S. civic education in the 21st 

century. The National Council for the Social Studies 

defines civics as “both the study of government 

and how people participate in governing society, 

as well as the students’ preparation for active 

citizenship.” Once the cornerstone of American 

education, civics has a uniquely interdisciplinary 

nature that has been largely stripped from K-12 

curricula, combining the study of “government, 

U.S. and world history, geography, law, economics, 

and American culture,” including arts, literature, 

and media. 

The average American high school student took 

three civics courses in the mid-20th century, but 

now takes just one single-semester course on the 

subject, according to Michael Rebell’s Flunking 

Democracy. That course, typically called U.S. or 

American Government, covers little more than 

the fundamental structure and mechanisms of 

federalism and each of the three branches of 

government. The rapid decline in civics is due in 

large part to the significant reform of U.S. education 

ushered in by the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). 

A bipartisan law intended to strengthen the 1965 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 

the NCLB attempted to improve schools through 

an emphasis on standardized testing which would 

allow the federal government to hold states, 

Andrew Taramykin

districts, and individual schools accountable 

for failing to meet national criteria. NCLB 

was particularly focused on math and English 

benchmarks. This not only mechanicalized 

curriculum in these subjects, but gave schools 

little incentive to invest in other areas. 

the classroom can and 
should be an important 

forum for escaping echo 
chambers, processing 
ideas, and discussing 
conflicting opinions.

While math and English curriculum may be 

easier to assess with an annual exam, civics 

is vital to achieving the paramount goal of 

education: teaching young people how to be 

informed, engaged members of their community 

and society. Rebell even argues that states are 

constitutionally obliged to provide civic education 

since most state constitutions justify the right 

to public education as vital to producing good 

citizens. Likewise, the Education Commission of 

the States (ECS) points out that civics connects 

learning to public and community issues in a 

way that is unique in elementary and secondary 

education. The lack of civic education has had 

dire implications for Millennials and Generation 

Z, who went through school after NCLB reset 
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the curriculum. A 2016 study by political 

scientists Yascha Mounk of Harvard 

University and Roberto Stefan Foa of 

the University of Melbourne found that 

just 30% of U.S. millennials believe it is 

“essential” to live in a democracy. Perhaps 

even more frightening, their report cites 

a 2011 survey where 24% of millennials 

responded that democracy is a “bad” or 

“very bad” way of running a country.

In 2015, another bipartisan education 

law replaced NCLB, the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA adds 

flexibility to the standards established 

by NCLB, with an added emphasis on 

career and college readiness, which 

the ECS promotes as beneficial to the 

goal of restoring civic education. Some 

states, including Florida, Massachusetts, 

Illinois, and Arizona, have attempted 

to strengthen their civic education 

curriculum. However, adjustments have 

been subtle, and the aforementioned 

states still lag well behind pre-NCLB 

America in civics. Nevertheless, the fact 

that state and federal leaders recognize 

the need to restore civic education proves 

that progress is within reach.

CivXNow, a cross-partisan coalition of 

organizations promoting civic education, 

considers investment to be the vital 

first step in restoring American civic 

education. According to the coalition, 

state and federal governments currently 

spend $1 billion annually on STEM 

subjects, but just $4 million annually on 

civics. That’s only $1 invested in civics for 

every $250 invested in STEM. An increase 

in funding would mean more training and 

resources for teachers, more opportunity 

to advance concrete policies, and a greater 

ability to tailor curriculum to unique 

circumstances across the country. 

Once funding for civic education is 

secured, there’ll come the issue of what 

to do with it. Guardian of Democracy, a 

2011 report produced by the Campaign 

for the Civic Mission of Schools and others, 

prescribed six practices to improve the 

quality of civic education.

The first is classroom instruction, the bread 

and butter of any educational initiative. Like 

other subjects, social studies have become 

woefully mechanical. Reduced instruction 

time has narrowed the scope of study, 

making learning more about the retention 

of fact rather than the understanding and 

analysis of themes. These facts, however, 

are useless without the benefit of real-world 

application. Furthermore, the component 

subjects of civic education--law, history, 

geography, government, and culture--are 

cheapened when studied in isolation. Each 

subject should be taught as an ingredient in a 

recipe, not its own meal.

Tied into classroom instruction is the second 

practice, discussion of current events and 

issues. A vital goal of civic education is 

enabling students to bridge social, economic, 

and political gaps to promote a democratic 

approach to problem-solving. Pew Research 

reported in 2018 that Americans are feeling 

increasingly uncomfortable discussing 

politics with people with whom they disagree, 

a symptom of the breakdown of national 

dialogue that is vital to liberal democracy. 

It seems likely that this breakdown has been 

fostered by social media algorithms prone to 

producing echo chambers that stimulate user 

engagement. Many young people rely chiefly 

on the internet and social media to be exposed 

to the outside world; therefore, the classroom 

can and should be an important forum for 

escaping echo chambers, processing ideas, 

and discussing conflicting opinions.

Restoring civic 

education will not only 

produce more informed 

citizens, but will enrich 

public life...

The third and fourth practices, service-

learning and extracurriculars, provide 

students opportunities to apply their civic 

25



knowledge while gaining valuable skills 

and enjoying the social benefits of school 

involvement. Programs such as speech 

& debate, mock trial, and Model United 

Nations allow students to study, debate, 

and engage with civic issues at the local, 

national, and global levels, while volunteer 

groups or political clubs can allow kids to 

directly participate in public life. However, 

unlike athletics or fine arts, which are often 

provided by schools, civic extracurriculars 

are usually independent clubs that depend on 

student and unpaid-volunteer leaders. With 

proper investment from local and national 

governments, schools should finance and 

support their civic extracurricular teams like 

they would football or band.

Lastly, the fifth and sixth practices, school 

governments and democratic simulations 

are perhaps the most effective methods of 

immersing young people in American civic 

culture. Student government associations 

can teach not only about the electoral 

process, but about how the branches of 

government interact with each other and 

their constituents, in situations that are more 

relevant, relatable, and important to young 

people. Other simulations of democracy, 

most notably American Legion Boys State 

and American Legion Auxiliary Girls State, 

which I discussed earlier, can offer talented, 

civic-minded youth opportunities to be 

emerged in state government and discover a 

broad network of peers and alumni. 

Restoring civic education will not only 

produce more informed citizens, but will 

enrich public life by reviving discourse, 

promoting republican values, and repairing 

damaged trust in American institutions and 

traditions. Emphasizing American civic 

values in social studies curriculum would 

hardly encourage the emergence of a new 

conservative nationalist generation either. 

Quite contrarily, a thorough, objective study 

of American social and political development 

(at the state and national levels) in schools 

would extinguish one of right-wing populism’s 

most toxic rhetorical appeals: a revisionist, 

highly romanticized version of the national 

history that never really existed. The political 

right, led by Ronald Reagan’s call to “Make 

America Great Again”, has attempted to 

reclaim historical narrative from academia, which they perceive as inherently 

liberal. Their reclamation has been enabled by what UC Berkeley historian Nils 

Gilman describes as “the retreat of public institutions from engaging in moral 

suasion in general and American civic life.”

Meanwhile, liberal academic historians have begun focusing their study not only 

on the elder statesmen and titans of industry, but on marginalized groups, such 

as the working-class, people of color, and women. This new way of studying the 

past is long overdue, and vital to creating a historical narrative that includes all 

people, not just the elite. However, it has also led to newfound pessimism among 

its students, who see history as a story of perpetual oppression. 

These conflicting historical narratives lead to the left and right believing in two 

totally different stories, and even two different countries altogether; young people 

on the left are pessimistic, and see a nation that is inherently bad, while young 

people on the right believe in a Shining City on a Hill that never really existed. 

Therefore, restoring thorough, objective civic education is paramount to bridging 

the partisan divide not only by encouraging dialogue and public engagement, but 

by clarifying and unifying America’s historical narrative and purpose.

The positive effects of restoring civic education will not be felt until a generation 

later, but it is absolutely an investment worth making in our children and our 

country. Molding young people into informed, analytical, cooperative problem-

solvers is the very purpose of education. It will not solve all our problems, and it 

will not end the partisanship that’s as old as America itself. However, investing in 

education’s purpose by investing in civics will create a generation of leaders who 

are ready and willing to safeguard our democracy.
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As the story of the 3 Little 

Pigs went, it was the house 

of bricks that withstood 

the relentless blow of the 

Big Bad Wolf. This story is one that is told 

quite often in Pre-Kindergarten (Pre-K). 

Coincidentally, this exposure to ABCs, circle 

time, and flashcards, or lack thereof, has the 

potential to be a foundation of brick or a 

foundation of straw. Exposing our children to 

the Big Bad Wolf of society without the strong 

foundation of brick is as though we are giving 

the Big Bad Wolf a warrant to huff and puff 

and blow their houses down. These simple, 

foundational bricks of a child’s education are, 

unfortunately, only presented to roughly 68% 

of 4-year-olds across the country. During times 

when children are first building their houses, it 

is important that we give them the tools and 

materials to build one that is going to last. 

As Emma García and Elaine Weiss of the 

Economic Policy Institute say, “Children who 

start behind stay behind—they are rarely 

able to make up the lost ground. Greater 

investments in pre-K programs can narrow the 

gaps between students at the start of school.” 

We as a nation have an obligation to narrow 

those gaps and to provide an equal starting 

line for every child. Should we fail to do so, we 

encourage an inherently unequal society, one 

in which we limit success. 

U IS FOR 
UNIVERSAL PRE-K

John Bedell

The root of such inequality is the cost of tuition. According to US News and World 

Report, in the United States, average in-state college tuition for the 2019-2020 year 

costs $10,116. In the United States, Pre-K can cost anywhere between $5,900 and 

$11,652, with the spending tied to family income, and often the quality tied to price. 

While not all top-tier schools offer elements and features desired by all families, the 

fact that the most elite of schools, such as the Nueva School in California, The Sidewell 

Friends School in Washington DC, and Cranbrook School in Michigan, all cost twice 

the average in-state college tuition, are more expensive than the average college tuition 

reveals the natural inability for many families to afford a high-quality Pre-K education. 

Such high-quality Pre-K offers far more than just a daycare. The American College 

of Education argues that in Pre-K, students ought to learn fine motor skills, listening 

skills, how to take care of their basic needs (feeding themselves, getting dressed, and 

more), social skills and conflict resolution, and simply free unstructured play. All 

of these skills transcend more than anything a mere test can measure. Each of these 

skills will play large roles in the lives of these children upon leaving the school, and 

eventually entering the “real-world.”
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Now while the cost of Universal Pre-K may be daunting, the cost-benefit 

analysis reveals it will return far more to the community than it will take. 

Studies into various programs, such as the Perry PreSchool Project, a program 

designed to specifically help disadvantaged children receive equitable Pre-

School, revealed cost-benefit analyses highlighting a seven dollar return for 

every dollar invested into Pre-Kindergarten programs. Arthur Reynolds, a 

researcher at the Chicago Child-Parent Centers, says, “The benefit doesn’t have 

to be 7 for all students, and plus the nature of instruction is much better today 

than in the past.” While not every student will receive such benefits, merely 

being exposed to such valuable experiences help these students, and in coming 

years, the quality of this Pre-K education will improve, as will the students’ 

experiences. While not all fiscal gains are directed to the same destination, 

estimates from the Southern Education Foundation found that by the 40-year 

mark of a Georgia Universal Pre-K system, the federal government would 

save $5.12 and Georgia state government would receive $1.59 for every dollar 

invested. It is important to note that a lot of the surveys and studies are limited 

in some scope, however, despite the varying findings surrounding the amount 

of money that is saved, the general agreement is that money is in fact saved.

While numbers help to quantify potential successes of these programs, the true magic of 

universal Pre-K lies in the specific benefits it often yields.  

One such benefit is the ways in which it drastically reduces the likelihood of a child to be 

arrested. Poverty, exposure to violence, and abuse and neglect can often become stimuli for 

crimes. As a result, children born in low-income communities without as much support 

throughout the house or at school are more predisposed to crime, as it was found that persons 

in poor households had more than double the rate of violent victimization than those in high-

income households, and that disparities in crime rate still exist between high and low-income 

communities, with this exposure to violent crime hurting the health of individuals as well 

as the whole community. Understandably, providing more widespread access to high-quality 

care and education from a young age can help break these cycles. The Economic Opportunity 

Institute found that children that were not participating in a preschool program were “70% 

more likely to be arrested for a violent crime by age 18.” By helping to decrease the rates of 

violent crime, Universal Pre-K helps to similarly decrease the cost of incarceration in these 

communities. As a result, we can reinvest in communities, in turn helping to provide resources 

that may be available to upper-middle-class communities but are absent in communities that 

need them the most. By offering Pre-K to more children, we provide the opportunity of upward 

mobility to many whom have never had it. The combination of such upward mobility with 

decreased crime rates leads to a direct investment back into the community. Studies presented 

by the Economic Policy Institute found that investing in Universal Pre-K would lead to a $156 

billion total increase in worker’s compensation and a $77 billion reduction in cost to families 

due to the decrease of child abuse and crime rates. 
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The most natural question when examining implementation of 

Pre-K is if it impacts student success in school. The answer to such 

a question is, as many things are, more complicated than simply 

yes or no. Studies have continually found that come kindergarten, 

students that went to Pre-K are more prepared than those that did 

not. Some studies have found that by second or third grade, the 

gains made by kindergarten do not make a significant difference in 

test scores; however, that is not to say that studies on the successes 

of Universal Pre-K are conclusive, as in states such as Oklahoma, 

where high-quality Pre-K is offered to all, students are found to 

be nine months ahead in reading and five in maths compared to 

students who did not have such Pre-K experience. A likely reason 

for the variance in such findings is the variance in the quality of 

Pre-K. Quite often, the states with lax requirements in curriculum 

or hiring practices are the same ones producing mediocre statistics. 

However, the fact that the justification for removing such programs 

is occasional subpar test scores demonstrates the failure of the 

American school system to help develop the whole student. As 

demonstrated, the need for universal Pre-K spans beyond solely 

an educational standpoint, but also a developmental standpoint 

and a family stability standpoint. To remove a program that has so 

many benefits rather than to ensure that the program is improved 

by examining working systems, such as in Oklahoma, is to devalue 

the whole-person development Pre-K helps to encourage. 

Apart from the statistics, Universal Pre-K itself is a necessity in any developed 

country. In Japan and the United Kingdom, countries with which the United 

States competes in terms of schooling, there is a near 100% participation rate 

in Pre-K. Development of the next generation ought to be the priority of the 

government, and the fact that an entire year of schooling is not made universally 

applicable demonstrates a need for reform. As a country, we have an obligation 

to serve every citizen, not just the ones that can pay, therefore the benefits of 

universal Pre-K will help create a country built for all. 

We have an opportunity to recreate the story of the three little pigs. We can turn 

the story into one where 31% of 4-year-olds are given only straw to build their 

homes, or we can turn the story into one where 100% of 4-year-olds are provided 

with bricks to build their homes. 

The choice should be simple. It’s our job to protect our little pigs from the big 

bad wolf, and the best way to do that is to build a strong, brick foundation with 

Universal Pre-K.
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