Kaiser helps launch Race to the Top in early learning

  

Bold reforms encouraged

George Kaiser: "In early learning, Oklahoma already has a national reputation." 
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WASHINGTON - Tulsan George Kaiser joined two key members of the Obama administration Wednesday to announce a new Race to the Top competition for early learning and suggested that Oklahoma's record in that area should give it a boost this time out.

 

"In early learning, Oklahoma already has a national reputation," Kaiser said, citing the number of children in the state who already are participating in preschool programs. 

 

He also said the state has made significant strides since the earlier rounds of Race to the Top. 

 

In the new round announced by U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan and Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius, states will be asked to compete for $500 million to fund reforms in early learning. 

 

Duncan said the bar again will be high, explaining that the competition will encourage states to develop bold plans. 

 

Although details of the competition have not been released, the announcement by Duncan and Sebelius indicated that those plans should transform early learning programs with better coordination, clearer learning standards and meaningful workforce development. 

 

They also stressed increasing access for low-income and disadvantaged children. 

 

Duncan said that access should be linked to quality programs that go beyond "glorified baby-sitting." 

 

He said the money will be awarded later this year. 

 

A spokesman for Oklahoma Superintendent Janet Barresi said she has not yet seen the requirements of the new competition. 

 

"She will be taking a close look at the details and requirements before making any recommendation," the spokesman, Damon Gardenhire, said. 

 

Kaiser, a major supporter of early childhood education, is the founder of the George Kaiser Family Foundation and chairman of BOK Financial Corp. and GBK Corp. 

 

In remarks following those by Duncan and Sebelius, Kaiser spoke of the analytical tools he has used both in accumulating resources and his effort to distribute those in the most effective charitable purposes. 

 

"I concluded that early childhood education, especially for children from birth to 3, is both a profound moral obligation and the most effective way to reverse the cycle of poverty in America and unleash the talents of our people to preserve our international competitiveness," he told an audience made up of early learning advocates. 

 

In response to a question about parents' roles, he referred to the "nanny-state" concerns voiced in conservative states such as Oklahoma. 

 

Kaiser said many of the children who could benefit from early learning programs are already in day care, adding that parental skills remain an important component. 

 

Also Wednesday, Duncan announced a separate $200 million competition for states that made the finals in the earlier round for Race to the Top but failed to win.  Oklahoma just missed making the finals in the second round. 

