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High-quality early childhood education benefits children and is fiscally responsible. Returns on investment (ROI) in early 

childhood education are high, especially for children experiencing multiple risk factors (e.g., poverty, child welfare 

involvement).1 Cost savings primarily occur through increased earnings, reduced crime, and increased tax revenue.2,3 
 

 The greatest ROI for high-quality preschool occurs among children from 

families in the highest poverty—an ROI of $17.92 in societal benefit per $1 

spent compared to an ROI of $4.05 per $1 for less disadvantaged families.1 

 Children who attend Head Start fare better than siblings who do not because 

they’re more likely to graduate from high school, attend college, and earn post-

secondary credentials.4,5 (Note: these studies addressed a critique of earlier 

studies comparing children from different families).  
 

Addressing Critiques 
Are benefits overestimated? Early research on preschool education has been 

sharply criticized for overestimating benefits because samples were drawn from 

very small randomized trials (e.g., Perry Preschool, Abecedarian Program).6 

Those provided an intensive preschool experience with wraparound services for 

the entire family, which is not comparable to universally available preschool 

programs like Head Start7, and cost-benefit estimates for those intensive 

programs far exceed the estimates for Head Start.8 While this ROI cannot be 

expected for a universal program with more limited resources, these studies 

demonstrated that poverty’s negative effects can be lessened with proper 

supports. 

Do preschool effects “fade out”? Research has suggested that academic 

benefits among Head Start students “fade out”—that is, academic benefits 

apparent in the 1st grade sometimes fade over time.9 However, even when “fade 

out” effects occur, these same children consistently have better outcomes as 

adolescents and adults, exhibiting higher rates of high school completion and 

college attendance and greater income, among other benefits associated with 

lower rates of intergenerational poverty and dependence on government 

subsidies.10,11 Researchers have suggested that early childhood education can 

support children’s social-emotional development (e.g., perseverance). One recent study indicated that when pre-K teachers teach 

lessons designed to support students’ social-emotional learning, students’ gains in social skills and self-control continue into 

elementary school.12 Theories and preliminary evidence aside, more research is needed to understand academic fade out that occurs 

despite having better outcomes later in life (e.g., graduation). 
 

Moreover, new findings from a study of 1 million North Carolina students who attended early childhood education programs 

concluded that benefits persist through 5th grade. These include higher test scores, a lower chance of being held back a grade, and 

fewer special education placements.13 The researchers are careful to note that their study does not show the same “fade out” effects 

due to the high quality of the two programs evaluated.14 
 

There has been a great deal of speculation about why some studies indicate that preschool effects fade out. In addition to potential 

social-emotional benefits that may underlie long-term outcomes such as high school graduation, some suggest that preschool 

quality may explain the potential fade effect. Researchers from the North Carolina study suggested that the benefits of preschool 

persist when preschool quality is high and elementary schools are of sufficient quality to capitalize on early gains. More research 

is needed to better understand which aspects of quality explain differences in outcomes between programs in which “fade out” 

does or does not occur. Such research may point to ways to strengthen academic instruction and social-emotional skill development 

in low-income schools to foster economic development and effectively reduce poverty. 

  

HIGH-QUALITY EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION:  Good for Children, Good for the Economy  

Highlights 
 Children in high-risk families will 

benefit the most from Head Start.  

 Head Start benefits associated with test 

scores may fade over time; however, 

despite that fade, studies have 

demonstrated that Head Start children 

have better outcomes later in life (e.g., 

higher graduation rates). 

 To explain complex longitudinal 

findings, future research should explore 

how children’s social-emotional 

development may be a key predictor of 

success later in life. 

 Our understanding of which aspects of 

preschool quality relate to positive child 

outcomes is somewhat limited; future 

research should refine quality 

measurement tools.  

 To ensure that public funds are targeted 

towards the quality factors that have 

already been identified, federal efforts 

should use indicators of classroom 

quality related to positive child 

outcomes. 



 

Moving Forward: The Need for High-Quality Early Childhood Education  
High-quality implementation is necessary for any preschool benefits to 

be realized. Teachers must be trained and coached on best practices for 

student development, including developmentally appropriate instruction 

in literacy and numeracy, and social-emotional skill development with 

implications for classroom behavioral management. Furthermore, smaller 

classes and all-day care15 are associated with better academic and 

behavioral outcomes. 
 

Beyond these core-components of preschool quality, our understanding 

of what “high quality” means is limited by the research that has been 

conducted.16 Some widely used measures of preschool quality (e.g., 

ECERS) have been criticized because those quality ratings are not 

consistently related to better outcomes among preschool students.17,18 

Specific aspects of preschool quality, such as student-teacher interactions, may better depict aspects of preschool quality that are 

relevant to student outcomes. Moreover, federal efforts to strengthen preschool quality largely rely on the ability to measure quality 

(e.g., QRIS systems); much more research is needed to refine those measurement tools.17 

Recommendations  
1. Federally funded research via Institute of Educational Sciences, Administration for Children and Families, and 

National Institutes of Health should continue and expand support of rigorous research on early childhood 

education.19 Such research should focus on identifying: 

 Factors that cause the “fade out” effect and how those can be addressed; 

 Factors that explain long-term benefits of preschool despite the “fade out;” and  

 Measurement tools for quality implementation that are linked with positive student outcomes. 

2. Federal efforts should use indicators of classroom quality that have been shown to relate to positive child outcomes. 
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Core Components of Preschool Quality 
 

√ Developmentally appropriate instructional practices 

√ Instruction in literacy and numeracy 

√ Development of social-emotional skills (e.g., 

emotional regulation) particularly in teacher-child 

and child-child interactions  

√ Classroom size with appropriate student:staff ratio 

√ All-day programming 
√ Alignment of pre-K curricula with kindergarten 

standards 


