
The White House Initiative on Educational Excellence for African Americans 
(WHIEEAA) has a mandate on behalf of African American students to close the 
achievement gap. This goal requires attention to the full education continuum,  
from the early childhood years through adulthood. We are honored to stand 
with the National Black Child Development Institute (NBCDI) to ensure that  
all African American students have access to high-quality early learning  
opportunities starting at birth.6  

Neither zip code nor skin tone should predetermine the quality of a child’s 
opportunities; however, too many children from low-income families, and African 
American students in particular, are without access to high-quality early  
education, which can make them less likely to enter elementary school prepared 
for success (Ackerman and Barnett, 2005). Consider that, by 3rd grade, 
children from low-income families who are not reading at grade level are six 
times less likely to graduate from high school than those who are proficient  
in reading (Hernandez, 2012). High-quality early education provides the foundation 
for African American students to be successful in school and in life.  
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learning begins at birth and the preparation for learning starts well 
before birth. we cannot solve the employment or education crises facing 
Black children and america without first ensuring that all children have 
access to high-quality early education (Center on the Developing Child at 
Harvard University, 2007). Not only must we work towards providing African 
American students with access to high-quality early education, we must also 
make a concerted effort to provide support for them inside and outside the 
classroom, extending through college completion and career entry.

According to a publication from the National Academies Press, which did an 
extensive review of multidisciplinary research, “From the time of conception 
to the first day of kindergarten, development proceeds at a pace exceeding 
that of any subsequent stage of life” (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). According 
to the same study, however, during this period of remarkable development, 
children are also very vulnerable. Thus, access to high-quality early education, 
especially for low-income students, can be the difference between a pathway 
that leads to the White House and one that leads to the jailhouse (Children’s 
Defense Fund, 2007).

High-quality early education can help overcome cognitive and non-cognitive 
challenges facing African American students, including the absence of a 
father, exposure to violence and disproportionate representation in detention 
and special education programs (Council for Exceptional Children and the 
National Alliance of Black School Educators, 2002). African American children 
who participate in Early Head Start have higher receptive vocabularies,  
display less aggressive behavior, report lower levels of bullying and score 
higher on their math and reading assessments in elementary grades than  
African American children who do not participate in the program (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2010). 

Parents, families and communities also benefit from high-quality early education. 
African American parents with children who participate in such programs 
provide better language and literacy environments, demonstrate increases  
in emotionally supportive parenting and show higher levels of support for 
education in the home. African American parents of children in Early Head 
Start programs report fewer symptoms of depression, lower levels of alcohol 
use and fewer moves (Head Start Program Information Report, 2013). 

The first step to ensuring that African American students grow up to become 
successful and healthy adults is to give them access to high-quality early 
education. To accomplish this, the WHIEEAA is working with members of 
faith- and community-based organizations, and the early education advocacy 

community to raise awareness among parents and families about the importance 
of investing in children’s well-being during the critical early years. Our  
goal is to ensure that parents and families can identify and have access to 
high-quality education programs. The WHIEEAA is undertaking efforts to  
afford African American children exposure to science, technology, engineering, 
the arts and mathematics programs and concepts early and often. The staff  
is also working with publishers to produce more books and content reflective  
of the language, culture and heritage of African American students, as well  
as of other cultures, to help ensure that they develop the vocabulary and  
pre-literacy skills needed to make the critical transition from learning to read  
to reading to learn.

As described throughout this report, there are many opportunities to ensure 
we start early on the path toward educational excellence for African Americans. 
The Obama Administration is proud to have invested in some of the programs 
described below:

home visiting: Voluntary home visiting programs match parents with trained 
professionals to provide information and support during pregnancy and throughout 
a child’s first years of life. Quality, voluntary home visiting leads to fewer children 
in social welfare, juvenile detention centers, and mental health systems.

With the support of Congress, from 2009 to 2011 the federal government invested 
$1.5 billion, through the Affordable Care Act, to expand home visitation 
programs that can provide African American students with the services and 
educational support needed to improve their health, development, and ability 
to learn.7 Additional investments must be made to increase access to this  
critical support.  

child care: In the United States, more than 12.5 million children under the 
age of five were in some type of regular childcare arrangement each week in 
spring 2011 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). On average, children of working mothers 
spent 33 hours a week in child care, many with multiple providers, to allow 
parents to work during both traditional and non-traditional working hours 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Childcare is an essential work support, which  
also provides opportunities to develop foundational skills in young children. 
However, for too many African American children, the extreme cost associated 
with high-quality childcare results in lost opportunities to develop the tools 
needed to begin school ready to learn. More must be done to subsidize the 
cost of high-quality childcare for parents who cannot afford such programs 
because they are unemployed or underemployed in jobs that do not provide 
family-sustaining wages or opportunities for advancement.  
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head Start and early head Start: Head Start8 and Early Head Start circumvent 
the high cost of quality early education by providing federal support to  
programs that agree to serve low-income, disadvantaged children and their 
families. These families would otherwise be unable to cover the costs of  
enrolling their children in center-based programs.9 

A recent impact study of Head Start found that the program has a positive, 
statistically significant impact on children’s preschool experiences, school 
readiness, language and vocabulary skills (U.S. Department of Health and  
Human Services, 2010). Black children in the four-year-old cohort were reported 
to have “reduced inattentiveness, fewer problems with structured learning, 
peer interactions or teacher interactions and better relationships with teachers” 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). While the long-term 
effects of Head Start deserve additional research, the program’s ability to  
close education gaps and prepare low-income and minority children for 
kindergarten is difficult to deny. For decades, Head Start has improved life  
opportunities for African American children. It should be noted, however, 
that in 2012, Head Start was only able to serve 40% of eligible children, while 
Early Head Start serves fewer than 4% (Barnett, Carolan, Fitzgerald, and 
Squires, 2012). 

Existing investments can be strengthened if Head Start programs and preschool 
through 3rd-grade teachers and school leaders collaborate to provide joint 
professional development and successful transitions into elementary school. 
We can also further strengthen critical links with health, nutrition, mental 
health and family support for African American children and their families. 

Preschool: Today more than 1 million children have access to Pre-K programs 
(Horowitz and Barnett, 2013), which can provide a final opportunity to  
close or overcome gaps resulting from missed early learning opportunities. 
High-quality Pre-K programs can also strengthen foundational skills so that 
African American students are fully equipped for success.  

The last decade has seen growth in state-funded Pre-K programs (Barnett 
et al., 2012). However, as states and local municipalities have struggled with 
the recent economic crisis, our youngest children have suffered considerably.  
While enrollment in preschool programs has increased, the amount spent by 
states per child decreased in constant dollars from $5,020 to $3,841, a drop of 
23% (Barnett et al, 2012). We need to ensure that young children, particularly  
African American students, are not neglected as we continue to recover our 
economy. 

Access to an early education program is only part of the story; quality is essential 
to ensuring children have the cognitive and non-cognitive skills they need  
to start school ready to learn. To increase access and quality, the Obama 
Administration invested in education programs, including Race to The Top 
Early Learning, Promise Neighborhoods, and Opportunity Zones. The president’s 
fiscal year 2013 budget request also includes $75 billion to ensure that all 
four-year-old children have access to full-day preschool programs.10 With the 
support of legislators at every level, the U.S. can continue to make early 
investments that will yield dividends for generations.  

In the coming years, the WHIEEAA will continue to facilitate critical conversations 
around supporting African American students by:

1) raising awareness of and increasing access to programs that enhance 
education, employment, and entrepreneurship opportunities for african 
american students, families, and communities;  

2) ensuring that all caring african american adults are engaged in supporting 
learning and development; and 

3) Taking on the essential task of changing the way we talk about african 
american students in public and in private so that how we demonstrate 
support for african american students is aligned with ensuring they are 
and feel valued, supported, and protected.  

While we must be careful to not generalize and suggest that all African American 
students are in crisis, all African American students can benefit from knowing 
that they are valued, supported and protected—especially at home, in school 
and in their communities—beginning at birth. We must commit to doing all  
we can to ensure that African American students are developing fundamental 
academic and social skills, and are learning and engaged in school. Creating 
protective, safe and productive environments for African American students 
requires correcting myths that give life to the fallacy that African American 
students cannot achieve at extremely high levels, in spite of generations of 
brothers and sisters who have done exactly that. 

These are but a few of the ways the White House Initiative on Educational  
Excellence for African Americans is engaging in the critical work of multiplying 
opportunities for educating Black children to the highest standards. We look 
forward to a continued relationship with the National Black Child Development 
Institute and with parents, families and communities throughout the country  
to ensure educational excellence for African Americans, beginning at birth. 
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QualiTY healTh care and good nuTriTion, BoTh for PregnanT moTherS 
and Young children, iS eSSenTial for a child’S healThY develoPmenT38

The SuPPlemenTal nuTriTion aSSiSTance Program (SnaP),  
formerlY known aS food STamPS, iS a federal anTi-hunger 
Program ThaT ProvideS BenefiTS To low-income houSeholdS 
for PurchaSing food. SnaP PlaYS a criTical role in addreSSing 
food inSecuriTY and alleviaTing PoverTY.

of Black children have healTh 
inSurance coverage, conSiSTenT 
wiTh The naTional average of 91% 39

of Black children ageS 
0-4 and 19% of Black 
children ageS 5-14 have 
aSThma40

of Black children ageS 6-17 are 
oBeSe, comPared To 14% of whiTe 
children of The Same age41

of all houSehold headS who are 
receiving SnaP are Black43 

of SnaP ParTiciPanTS are children

of all Black children 
are on food STamPS aT 
Some PoinT BY The age 
of 2042




