




End of third grade 
reading predicts 

academic achievement 
and career success.



of NC 4th graders in 2019 
scored at or above 

proficient in reading as 
measured by NAEP

36%

of jobs in NC will require 
some post-secondary 
education by next year 

67%

of NC high school students 
met ACT college readiness
benchmarks in reading in 

2016

37%
of NC employers reported 
difficulty hiring in 2016

34%

It’s Urgent!



36%
of NC’s 4th graders in 
2019 scored at or 
above proficiency in 
reading as measured 
by the NAEP



Addressing these challenges and increasing reading 
proficiency requires that we begin here.



The most rapid period of development in human life happens 
from birth to eight. 

Brain development during that time lays the foundation for 
everything that comes after. 

Why Birth to Eight?



Child development 
is a dynamic, 
interactive 

process.

It is NOT 
predetermined.



Brains are Built, Not Born
Early experiences are built into children’s bodies—shaping 
brain architecture and impacting how biological systems develop.

Every experience a baby has forms a neural connection in the brain 
at a rate of more than a million synapses per second in the early years.

Not all will last. Connections that get used more strengthen, and 
those used less fade.

Positive early experiences build a strong foundation for learning and 
future health.



Birth-through-age-8 Development



Human Capital Creates Economic Capital
“The foundation for 

school, career and life 
success is largely 

determined through the 
development of cognitive 

and character skills 
beginning in children’s 

earliest years.”



with aligned state and local 
policies and practices rooted in 
child development, including:

 Health and Development on 
Track, Starting at Birth
 Supported and Supportive 

Families and Communities
 High Quality Birth-through-

Age-Eight Learning 
Environments with Regular 
Attendance

Good News:  We Can Do This!



1 2

3 4



Why It Matters:  Birth-5
Children in high quality programs tend to have:
• More advanced language and pre-math skills
• More advanced social skills
• Warmer relationships with their teachers
• Fewer behavioral challenges
• Easier adjustment to kindergarten

Children from low-income families and those at risk for academic 
challenges show the biggest gains from high quality early care and 
education. Those are also the child populations who, on average, 
start kindergarten behind their peers in literacy and language skills



Why It Matters:  K-3rd Grade
• Children who are not reading proficiently at the end of the third grade 

are four times more likely not to graduate, and for children of color 
that rate doubles.

• Chronic absences in elementary school predict future academic 
challenges.

• Reading problems among third to fifth grade students correlate with 
later learning, life and economic challenges, including lower adult 
literacy, youth delinquency and later incarcerations, and lifelong 
economic challenges.

• Reading challenges in the early elementary school years also impact 
students’ ability to succeed in middle- and high-school math.



Key Factor:  Teacher Quality
Characteristics of effective educators include:
• Trusting and responsive relationships with children and families
• Individualized teaching
• Effective balancing of teacher-guided activities and child-initiated 

play
• Daily focus on language, literacy and communication
• Providing home supports for dual-language learners
• Ongoing reflection and personal growth



Key Factor:  Leader Quality
School leaders need to:
• Understand early child development and brain science
• Create developmentally-appropriate, positive school climates to 

support teachers and students
• Be skilled in guiding early learning instruction

Only one in five elementary principals feels well-trained in early 
education and child development.



Key Driver:  Compensation



State funding for birth-through-five and K-12 education make up the 
smallest and largest proportions of the budget respectively. 

Key Factor:  Funding



• School Climate:  Instructional practices and evidence-based 
interventions that promote positive school climates and young 
children’s social-emotional and behavioral development

• Family Engagement:  Listening to and learning from families and 
creating opportunities for genuine engagement and relationship-
building

• Data:  Collection and use of data for quality improvement and 
accountability

Other Key Factors



Next Steps



NC Voters
Get It



Voters from all parties side with investing in 
early childhood education over reducing 

business taxes.



The percentage of voters saying we should do 
more for young children’s education has increased 

by 15 points since 2014.





All NC children, regardless of race, ethnicity or 
socioeconomic status, are reading on grade-level by the 
end of third grade – and all children with disabilities 
achieve expressive and receptive communication skills 
commensurate with their developmental ages – so that 
they have the greatest opportunity for life success. 



NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading initiative is driven by the 
foundational belief that together we can realize greater outcomes 
for young children than any of us can produce on our own. 



Pathways uses 
an Equity Lens



Pathways Measures



Pathways Actions
Address racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, 

and ability inequities

Are data- and research-driven and 
informed by developmental science

Address the whole child and family

Are actionable and accountable

Address critical gaps in our system



• Expand child care subsidies for birth-through-five children, raise 
subsidy rates and provide higher rates in underserved communities

• Screen babies and toddlers and connect them to appropriate two-
generation services like home visiting

• Increase access to high-quality infant and toddler child care
• Increase standards and compensation for birth-through-five 

educators
• Invest in full-day, full-year preschool for the most at-risk children, 

including wrap-around services

Prepare Children for Success in 
Kindergarten



• Support incentives to ensure high-quality educators and school 
leaders in high-need schools and early education programs

• Recruit and retain educators and school leaders of color
• Provide research-informed teacher education and professional 

development on:
• Social-emotional health and learning
• Early childhood development
• Trauma and resilience
• Cultural competency and working with diverse families
• Implicit bias

• Create collaborative birth-through-third grade PD

Ensure a Great Teacher for Every Child 
and a Great Leader for Every School



• Hire sufficient support staff—counselors, psychologists, nurses, 
social workers, literacy coaches, family advocates

• Ensure accountability systems, assessments and standards and 
curricula are culturally- and linguistically-relevant so that every 
child and family feels they belong

• Develop linked and intentional strategies across schools and 
districts to engage and learn from families

• Set intentional strategic goals for racial equity 
• Eliminate or minimize suspension and expulsion in early education 

and in the early grades

Prepare Schools to Teach Every Child





What Can YOU Do?
 Talk about how the work you do impacts third grade reading.
 Share this information with your colleagues to build public will.
 Connect with local conversations around grade-level reading. 
 Talk to your policymakers.
 Your organization or business can endorse the Pathways Action 

Framework. https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/97K8PQX
 Visit NCECF’s website at www.buildthefoundation.org to:
 Access resources
 Subscribe to our newsletter to stay up to date on action for young children 

and their families

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/97K8PQX
http://www.buildthefoundation.org/


919-987-1370
www.buildthefoundation.org

Mandy Ableidinger
Policy and Practice Leader
mableidinger@buildthefoundation.org

http://www.buildthefoundation.org/
mailto:lfinaldi@buildthefoundation.org


Promote 
Understanding

Promote public 
understanding of and 

support for policies that 
promote children’s 
birth-to-eight years 
for academic and 
lifelong success.

Spearhead 
Collaboration

Convene and spearhead 
collaboration to bridge North 

Carolina’s birth-to-five and 
kindergarten-to-third grade 

systems.

Advance 
Policies

Advance policies that create 
a stronger NC today and 
tomorrow by supporting 
each child’s birth-to-eight 

development.
. 

@ncecf

/buildthefoundation

/buildthefoundation

www.buildthefoundation.org

/north-carolina-early-childhood-foundation

ncecf@buildthefoundation.org
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