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Investing in Early Childhood 
Development and Learning is Key to 
the Success of Our Children and Our 
Nation’s Long-Term Economic Growth 
 
High quality early childhood development and learning opportunities effectively prepare children to 

succeed in school and in life, and provide a substantial economic return to society.  A safe, nurturing, 

stable and stimulating environment is crucial to ensuring that a child’s brain develops appropriately 

during these earliest years of rapid development. Children who receive a high quality early childhood 

experience are more likely to graduate from school, maintain a job, and contribute to society and they are 

less likely to be funneled into the prison pipeline. High quality early childhood programs have been 

shown to return at least 7 percent per year for every dollar invested, paying for themselves.    

Extensive research has demonstrated how young children, particularly disadvantaged children, 

can benefit from investments in early childhood development and learning. 

 There is a large body of evidence going back in some cases to programs from the 1960s 

demonstrating the positive and lifelong impact of high quality early childhood programs for low-

income children across both cognitive and non-cognitive domains.  

 Compared to children who did not receive a high quality early intervention, children who 

attended the high quality Perry Preschool Program when they were 3- and 4-years-old 

were more likely to graduate from high school, earn higher wages and hold a job, and less 

likely to have committed a crime by age 40.1 

 Children birth through 5 who attended the Abecedarian Program in North Carolina had 

higher mental health, language and math scores by age 21 than their peers who did not 

receive a high-quality early intervention and were more likely to have attended a four-year 

college.2  

 By age 26, children who had received comprehensive educational and family support services 

from ages 3 to 9 through the publicly-financed Chicago Child-Parent Centers were less 

likely to have been arrested, have problems with substance misuse and be on food stamps, 

and more likely to have completed high school, have health insurance and be employed full-

time relative to comparison groups of children not enrolled in the program.3 

 Evaluations of early childhood programs, some more recent, cite positive impacts on children’s 

educational performance.  

 A recent meta-analysis of 84 different studies on the impact of early childhood programs from 

1965 to 2007 found that early education programs improve children’s school readiness and 

pre-academic skills.  Although gains on academic achievement tests typically fade over time, 

some studies demonstrate lasting impacts of early childhood programs on children’s later life 

chances.4 
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 A 2013 analysis of children who participated in New Jersey’s Abbott Preschool program 

shows that they had improved achievement in language arts and literacy, math and science, 

as well as reduced grade retention and special education placement rates through the 4th and 

5th grades, compared to children not in the Abbott program.5 

 A 2005 analysis of Oklahoma’s universal pre-K program revealed that the program resulted in 

significant gains in cognitive and language skills, particularly for disadvantaged children.6 

Notable economists say investments in quality early childhood programs provide a substantial 

economic return to society and business leaders support such investments.  

 The research of Dr. James Heckman, Nobel Laureate in Economics, has found that quality early 

childhood education provides an economic return to society at a rate of seven to 10 percent per 

year.7 In a statement supporting the Strong Start for America’s Children Act (S.1697/H.R. 3461) 

introduced in Congress, Dr. Heckman notes that  “Quality birth-to-five early childhood education for 

disadvantaged children can simultaneously reduce inequality and boost productivity in America. A 

solid body of research shows the cost-effectiveness of early childhood development in helping to 

prevent achievement gaps, boost school achievement, promote better health outcomes, improve our 

workforce, increase productivity and reduce the need for costly social spending.”8  

 Dr. Ben Bernanke, Former Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve 

System, elaborates on these annual rates of return of 10 percent or higher.  “Very few alternative 

investments,” he says, “can promise that kind of return. Notably, a portion of these economic returns 

accrues to the children themselves and their families, but studies show that the rest of society enjoys 

the majority of the benefits, reflecting the many contributions that skilled and productive workers 

make to the economy.” 

 More than 300 business leaders and organizations from 44 states signed a letter in May 2013 

asking President Obama and Congress to support and invest in high quality early childhood 

programs.9 In 2010, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the Institute for a Competitive 

Workforce released a report and action guide urging business leaders to support public investments 

in early childhood education.10 

Many poor children do not have access to high quality early childhood development and learning 

opportunities, putting them at a disadvantage from the start. 

 Young children are the most likely to be poor.  In 2012, more than 1 in 5 children under age 5 were 

poor – nearly 5 million children. Close to 3 million of them were under age 3.11   

 Only 48 percent of poor children are ready to learn at age 5 compared to 75 percent of children from 

families with moderate and high incomes.12 

 Public funding for early childhood development and learning fails to meet the current need:  

 Early Head Start and Head Start, the largest federal programs supporting early childhood 

development and learning, enrolled just about 4 percent of eligible infants and toddlers and 41 

percent of eligible 3- and 4-year-olds on any given day in 2012.13 

 Less than half of all 3- and 4-year-old children were enrolled in preschool on average from 

2009-2011, with quality varying dramatically across the country.14  The quality of such 

programs varies dramatically across the country.15  

 There were about 224,000 children and families on waiting lists to receive public child care 

assistance in 2013, with many more not served due to frozen intake at the state level.16 
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Investing in early childhood development and learning has broad public support.  

 A July 2014 poll found that 71 percent of the registered voters supported a $100 billion, 10-year    

investment to provide all low- and moderate-income 4-year-olds with access to voluntary high quality 

preschool programs, while increasing access to early education and child care for infants and 

toddlers and home visiting and parent education. Support was strong across the political spectrum, 

gaining support from three in five Republican voters and more than four in five Democratic voters.17 

 Leaders in both red and blue states have invested in early development and learning over the last 

several decades.  Arkansas, Georgia and Oklahoma have consistently been acknowledged as 

leaders in providing widespread access to high quality public preschool, as have North Carolina, 

Maryland and New Jersey.18 

 In 2014, 20 governors and the Mayor of the District of Columbia, including 8 Republicans and 13 

Democrats, highlighted the importance of early childhood development and learning in their State of 

the State Addresses, calling for improved access and quality in their states’ programs. 
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