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Thank you very much for the opportunity to speak with you today. I am honored to be sitting here with so many leaders in the early childhood field. My name is Alberto Melis and I am the Chief of Police in Waco, TX, a city between Austin and Dallas/Fort Worth. I have worked in law enforcement for over 30 years in virtually every position, rising from patrol officer to captain in Delray Beach, Florida before becoming chief of police in Lauderhill, Florida and then Waco.  I am a member of the Texas Police Chiefs Association, International Association of Chiefs of Police, Police Executive Research Forum, Hispanic American Police Command Officers Association, and Fight Crime: Invest in Kids, among others.  

You may be wondering how a police chief ended up on a panel about early learning. Well, the sad truth is that I’ve seen what happens when a child grows up in a broken home and then tries to start school – but is already behind. The chances are too great that he ends up in the back seat of a patrol car rather than the front row of a college classroom. But I know what a difference it can make when such a child gets a spot in a Head Start classroom. That can mean a future of school success and graduation rather than school failure and incarceration.  

That’s why I am here today. I am here to tell you that stopping the crime problem doesn’t just mean putting more cops on the street. Yes, those indeed are needed. But law enforcement knows better than anyone that we can’t imprison our way out of the crime problem. If we wait to break the cycle of crime until kids become young adults, it’s far more expensive. We have to do something earlier. The only way we can truly protect our citizens is to stop crime from happening in the first place. Preventing crime means investing in proven approaches that get to children and their families while children are still very young – approaches like early education and home visiting. 

I am also here to tell you that the benefits of these early learning approaches are far beyond kids knowing their letters and being ready for school. They save lives. 

Early childhood is an important time because a child is molded into what he or she will become. Kids are amazing little sponges. They pick up everything they see or hear around them, whether it is good or bad. For example, many years ago I was involved in a case involving the alleged shooting of a 2-year-old by a 4-year-old.  We were all pretty sure that the mother, a drug addict and hooker, was actually responsible for the shooting. (Among other things, there is no way that child could have pulled the trigger.) But the mother blamed the child throughout his childhood and was verbally abusive toward him. That child, now grown up, is in prison. How kids are treated in their earliest years affects them later in life... Crime begets crime. 

In contrast, kids who get the supports they need when they are young are much less likely to need government assistance or intervention later on. We need to make more room for kids in pre-k classrooms, so we’ll need less room in our jails.

And the research backs this up: Early education programs have been consistently shown to be one of the best crime-prevention approaches available. I’m not a researcher, so I won’t go in to all the gritty details. But when I hear about a program like the Chicago Child-Parent Centers, I listen. Researchers found that at-risk kids left out of the program were far more likely to be arrested for a violent crime and were more likely to be incarcerated as young adults. As Texas faces a prison population that is expected to grow by about 9% over the next five years and budgets that cannot handle the growing costs of incarceration, early education starts to sound better and better. 

And the good news is that you get substantial crime reduction results from early childhood care and education investments, but you also get a whole lot of other good things in that child’s life along the way – like being less likely to need to repeat a grade in school and being more likely to graduate from high school. And the really good news is that when you’re getting all those crime reduction, education, and other benefits, you’re also saving a lot of taxpayer dollars!

I am proud that my home state of Texas is already a leader in giving young children access to early education. In the latest “State of Preschool” data book by the National Institute for Early Education Research, Texas ranked number 5 in the nation for access to pre-k for 4-year-olds – with almost half of all 4-year-olds served - and 9th in access for 3-year-olds. We have a half-day pre-k program for at-risk children through the school system, often in collaboration with Head Start and private child care through the Texas Early Education Model (TEEM). 

Unfortunately, the program quality is currently relatively low, meeting only four of ten quality benchmarks evaluated by the National Institute for Early Education Research. The state spends less than $3,000 per kid. Does that matter for crime-prevention purposes? Well, actually, it does matter. The only early care and education programs that have been shown to get those crime-cutting results are high quality programs with well-qualified teachers and providers. Quality matters and there are too few quality programs available.

Only about half of eligible, at-risk kids are in Head Start and only one in seven eligible kids gets help paying for child care through the Child Care and Development Block Grant. To me, that sounds like a lot of future crime that could be prevented if we made sure all kids who needed quality early learning had access to it! Maybe then, the next time I read “James and the Giant Peach” to a local classroom of 4th graders, they’ll ask me whether a peach could really grow THAT big - rather than being so used to guns and crime in their homes and neighborhoods that they just ask whether my gun is “a 9” or “a 40”, like they did recently. Pre-k can make a big difference in cutting crime and making sure kids are ready for school. 
By the time kids reach pre-k, however, many are already behind their peers in school readiness and emotional development because of the environments they grew up in. The earlier we can reach kids and families and begin positive learning experiences, the better. That’s why it’s so important to have programs like Early Head Start, for kids birth to age 3. These, too, have been shown to really work. So, why can only about 3 out of every 100 eligible poor kids get Early Head Start? I guess that’s a question for Members of Congress to answer, not me!!

Speaking of Early Head Start… There’s one other thing I can say with certainty from my experience, which the Early Head Start research has confirmed. Having a child spend a few hours a day in a high quality early learning center is great, but the best results occur when you’re also working with the child’s parents. Kids do whatever their parents do. If you can change parents’ behavior from destructive to productive, you can change a child’s life path. 

We had an incident at the local shelter for abused women and children about two weeks ago.  A juvenile who grew up in a violent home assaulted his mother and his sibling. He was mad about something minor and ended up punching his mom in the stomach and also punching his sibling. This is the behavior he had seen before and he assumed that was how one deals with things – continuing a cycle of violence. 

And violence in the home is not the only problem we see that relates to later crime. Many years ago, one of my officers met a 10-year-old girl named Polly. Polly’s mom really liked her beer – so much so that she had Polly dance with and kiss grown men at the bar so mom could get free beer. Polly was taken away from her mother, but a great deal of damage had already been done. My officer was incredibly saddened, but not overly surprised, to recently hear that Polly’s own two children are now in the custody of child protective services and Polly has tried to commit suicide several times. If we don’t break the cycle early, it’s likely to repeat itself again, generation after generation. 

Fortunately, home visiting programs can help stop this cycle of abuse and neglect, violence and parenting failure. These programs offer frequent, voluntary home visits to coach new parents about how to raise healthy, safe kids who will be ready for school. The major home visiting models have slightly different purposes and approaches as you can tell by their names – there’s the Early Head Start program I mentioned before, the Nurse-Family Partnership, Parents as Teachers, Healthy Families America, Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters and the Parent-Child Home program. 

I like home visiting because it can cut abuse and neglect in half. It can also cut later crime not only for kids, but for moms who get home visiting services. But the benefits go far beyond preventing abuse and neglect and later crime. Home visiting also helps kids be ready for school by catching problems like language delays and improving early literacy. As a result, kids do better in school and are more likely to graduate from high school. Given that the majority of people we arrest are dropouts who did not finish high school – this approach certainly makes a lot of sense to me.

It’s not surprising that these programs can save far more than they cost. What is hard to believe is that there are thousands of families in Texas alone who could benefit from home visiting who aren’t being served, yet the federal government has not stepped up to the plate to fund this approach. 

Given what I see every day and what we know works, it seems obvious to me that the country should make these early childhood investments so every poor kid gets quality early education and home visiting. And lately, I think we’ve been going in the wrong direction with our federal investments. We have a lot of lost ground to make up and vast unmet need to address. 

Law enforcement can only devote about 10% of our time and energy to preventing crime. We spend the other 90% responding to crimes that have already happened. If I had my way, that ratio would be flipped. But perhaps that’s not my role. You in Congress, on the other hand, have the opportunity to make some decisions about what our country’s priorities should be. I hope your decisions will help many more kids to get what they need while they are in the high chair, so we won’t be seeing them in the electric chair.  

Thank you again for the opportunity to speak today, and I look forward to seeing the policy agenda Congress puts forward based on today’s presentations. 
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