
 

Does early childhood education make a difference? 

High-quality pre–K programs for three- and four-year-olds can have a significant impact 

on all children, but especially those from low-income families (4). One aspect of high-quality 

that has been identified by the National Institute on Early Education Research (NIEER) is the use 

of specific curriculum and evidence-based teaching approaches (5). For a list of early childhood 

curricula/teaching approaches and their evidence-base, visit the US Dept. Ed's Institute for 

Educational Science at http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/Topicarea.aspx?tid=13. 

Research demonstrates that high-quality preschool education can substantially increase children's 

chances of succeeding in school and in life. Children who attend high quality pre-kindergarten 

programs are less likely to be held back a grade, less likely to need special education and more 

likely to graduate high school (2). They are less involved in crime and delinquency (5,6). They 

also earn more as adults and are less likely to become dependent on welfare. Several studies 

(including those of the Perry Pre-School in Michigan, the Abecedarian Project in Chapel Hill, 

N.C., and the Chicago Child-Parent Centers) have documented the value of high-quality 

programs for disadvantaged children (5, 6). While the strongest results have been shown for at-

risk and low-income children, at least some positive effects extend to middle- and higher-income 

children (8). 

Research shows that quality early education programs have positive impacts on all 

children’s cognitive and language development, regardless of income level or program 

setting. For example, a study of the current pre–K program in Tulsa, Oklahoma found that 

children from families earning more than 185% of the federal poverty level made significant 

gains in early literacy skills. This finding is important because middle-income children also 

experience educational challenges—during the 2005–2006 school year, more than half of all 

dropouts were from middle income families, and 10% of all middle-income children age 16 to 19 

have been retained in grade at least once (8). 

 

Questions have arisen, however regarding the "fade-out" effect by third grade of early 

childhood programs on children's math and literacy skills. Several studies have indicated that 

children who have been in Head Start and show higher levels of achievement in early math and 

literacy than similar children who have not been in Head Start. By third grade however, all of the 

children who live in poverty have similar skills in these areas. The methodology of these 

comparative studies has been called into question (1). A recent study of the North Carolina state-

funded pre-K program, More at Four, suggests that the children who had participated in that 

program had greater math and literacy scores on end-of-grade tests in third grade than those of 

similar children who had not participated in the More at Four program (7). 

 

In summary, while pre–K for all children may have the greatest total impact, the largest per-child 

impact is clearly on disadvantaged children (9). Longitudinal research on low-income children in 

high-quality pre–K programs indicates that these children, compared with their peers who did not 

participate, exhibit stronger early reading and math skills (3) and show significant gains in social 

and emotional skills, reduced grade retention, reduced placement in special education, increased 



likelihood of being in school at age 21, and increased likelihood of attending a four-year 

university. 
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