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Good morning Honorable Ambassadors, Ministers, and representatives of international and civil society, organizations and institutions. It is a pleasure to welcome you to Washington.

It is an honor to participate in this important event, to listen and learn from our distinguished colleagues, and to share our experiences and deepen our commitment to our most precious resource – our youngest children.  

While there has been much progress in recognizing the importance of the early years since the world community came together to establish and endorse the Education for All goals – including Goal I – to promote and expand early childhood development – our pride in this milestone is tempered by the long road ahead of us, the need to accelerate our progress and to step up our efforts, particularly to address the needs of the most vulnerable children. 

We have heard this morning, both the scientific and economic case for investing in the early years. The case is strong. Now we need to move forward with policies that build on the evidence. I will focus my remarks on five principles that are guiding our policies here in the United States with regard to the early years, principles that I know we share with all of you, principles that we hope will help us reach our goal of healthy, happy and successful children. These principles include:

· Focusing on development prenatal to age 8

· Taking an integrated child development approach

· Promoting coordinated governance

· Developing a diverse delivery system

· Assuring quality through standards, professional preparation and other infrastructure of support.

Continuity pre-natal through age 8. First, we are talking about the period from prenatal to age 8, recognizing the importance of focusing on the continuity of positive relationships and experiences throughout this critical stage of life. There is no one single “magic moment”, rather we have to promote healthy development throughout this period and beyond.  Research continues to support the importance of starting very early, particularly for children whose development is at risk due to poverty and other factors.  It is the continuity that makes the difference- from healthy pregnancy and child birth, to nurturing family members and other caring adults, through quality preschool and supportive and effective primary grades. 

Integrated child development approach. Second, we all recognize that the domains of development are integrated, one domain affecting the other. We therefore must develop policies and practices that take a comprehensive approach that recognizes the importance of early nutrition, physical health, mental health, early stimulation, language development and other critical skills. Sometimes we can provide this integrated approach in a single program, but more often we have to assure that we knit together these services and supports for young children and families. 

Coordinated governance. Third, the very nature of development requires us to move towards a more coordinated governing structure that recognizes the need to promote health, education and child protection.  For example, while my position is in an agency focused on health and human services, I also serve as the interagency liaison to education and other agencies. We are working hand and hand with the Department of Education to establish new ways of operating that recognize the importance of both continuity and holistic child development. While this is going on at the federal level, we are also encouraging new coordinated structures across the states and in communities. This is an exciting trend that we share with many other countries in the region and around the world.
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Diverse delivery system. Fourth, in the United States, as in many countries, the delivery system for early childhood has emerged in many forms – from home visiting programs, to parent support groups, from child care provided in homes and centers to school based programs. We continue to support this diverse delivery system in order to respond to the needs and choices of families. Many of our early childhood programs combine public funding with community based programming. Many programs serve as a hub of other supports needed by children and families. With such a high percentage of working families, our goal is to have quality options for families which will support them in their efforts to be successful parents.
Standards, professional preparation, and other infrastructure to assure quality. Finally, while we celebrate this diversity, we are concerned that for far too long the early childhood field has not had the infrastructure of support needed to assure quality across programs.  Along with other countries, we are now focused on promoting standards including: basic child protection standards through licensing; standards to assure effective health, education and family engagement practices; standards that respect the languages and the cultures of the children we serve; standards that recognize the importance of integrating children with special needs and standards or guidelines of what children should know and do.  In turn these standards need to be integrated into our higher education institutions in order to promote a continuous and improved approach to teacher preparation. At the same time we need to strengthen our efforts to provide those who work in the early childhood field with the recognition and support they need and deserve.

In summary, we are working to provide continuity of quality services for children prenatal through age 8, striving to assure the best programs for the most at risk, and stepping up our coordination across health and education to be responsive to the holistic needs of children

In closing, the Administration is providing renewed attention to the early years and investing to expand and improve services for young children and families. We look forward to sharing our challenges and successes with other countries, learning and working together and making sure that every child has a healthy, happy and successful start in life.
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