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Evidence-base behind the long-term effectiveness of Preschool 
Contact: Bill Jaeger, (720) 552-0002, bill@coloradokids.org 

 
Many children enter school unprepared to succeed, and those initial gaps are difficult for schools to close. Fewer than 
half of low-income 5-year-old children enter school ready to learn, and some are up to two years behind their peers.i 
When schools fail to close gaps in performance as they progress through school, the results are poor academic 
performance, grade repetition, expensive remedial services, and high rates of school dropout.ii An analysis produced last 
year by Stanford’s Sean Reardon shows that a district that can produce 1.1 years of growth in one year – or 5.5 years of 
growth in five years, the time period Reardon looks at -- will rank among the best in the country.iii  Extrapolate that out 
and a superstar district might produce 11 years of growth in 10 years – an optimistic assumption given the difficulty of 
sustaining that level of performance. What that means is that in any district other than these superstar districts, a cohort 
of children that is more than a year behind at the end of second grade will not be caught up by the end of high school.iv  
It is much cheaper, and much more effective, to prevent those gaps from developing the first place by investing in 
school readiness initiatives like preschool and full-day kindergarten.v 
 
Key Data Points 

• The early childhood period (birth to age 5) is a time of rapid brain development, with one million new 
connections forming every second. Early experiences play a large role in determining how brain connections are 
formed and in the “wiring” that becomes the foundation upon which all later learning is built.vi 

• The learning gap between advantaged and at-risk children exists as early as 9 months of age. At-risk children can 
start kindergarten as much as 18 months behind their peers. Many of these children never catch up, and are at 
an increased risk of dropping out of high school.vii  

• Despite the body of evidence supporting the brain science of the early years and the demonstrated impact of 
various early learning interventions, many children enter the schoolhouse doors at 5 or 6 years old unprepared 
for success. And those who arrive behind tend to stay behind.viii 

• Just half of Colorado 3- and 4-year old children are enrolled in preschool of any kind. The Colorado Preschool 
Program (CPP) only has capacity to serve 24 percent of 4-year-old children and eight percent of 3-year-old 
children in the state. The Colorado Department of Education estimates that more than 8,000 4-year-old children 
qualified for CPP but had no program available to them.ix,x 

• Nationwide, at age 4, enrollment in pre-K is about 65 percent for the lowest 40 percent of families by income 
and 90 percent for the highest income quintile. At age 3, when state pre-K is rarely provide, enrollment is only 
about 40 percent for low-income and moderate-income families while it is 80 percent for the top income 
quintile. Overall, the US ranks 32nd of 39 OECD countries for ECE enrollment (70 percent of Organization for 
Economic Cooperation (OECD) countries vs 30 percent in US).xi   

 
Supporting Evidence from Colorado and National Research 

• National findings mirror year after year of annual analyses of Colorado’s own state-funded pre-K program (the 
Colorado Preschool Program) which improves student performance on standards-based assessments, reduces 
the probability of being identified with a Significant Reading Deficiency under the READ Act, reduces early 
elementary grade retention, and increases graduation rates.xii  

• A recently published analysis of the most comprehensive, high quality experimental and quasi-experimental 
studies of the impact of early childhood education conducted between 1960 and 2016 found that, on average, 
participation in ECE leads to statistically significant reductions in special education placement (-8.1 percentage 
points), grade retention (-8.3 percentage points), and increases in high school graduation rates (+11.4 
percentage points).xiii  

• In the Colorado Preschool Program, our 30-year-old, home-grown early childhood education program:  
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o Across the domains of social-emotional, physical, language, cognitive, literacy, and mathematics children 
make significant overall gains in learning and development.xiv 

o Significant Reading Deficiency rates (as identified under the READ Act) for CPP graduates are on average 
5 percent lower compared to other at-risk children with no history of publicly funded preschool.xv 

o Consistently over time, CPP graduates are 33% less likely to be retained in the early grades. 
o On the state Colorado Measures of Academic Success, the percentage of CPP graduates who meet or 

exceed expectations in any one subject area is typically higher than those who are at-risk and with no 
history of publicly funded preschool. These trends are seen as far out as 11th grade and statistically 
significant in nearly all subject areas.xvi 

o An analysis of graduation within four years of entering ninth grade found that children who participated 
in half- or full-day CPP were more likely to graduate with a high school diploma within four years when 
compared to children who did not participate in CPP who were equally at risk.xvii 

 
Appendix of Findings on High Quality Preschool 

 
Large-scale public preschool programs can have substantial impacts on children’s early learning. 

• A recent analysis integrating evaluations of 84 preschool programs concluded that, on average, children gain 
about a third of a year of additional learning across language, reading, and math skills. At-scale preschool 
systems in Tulsa and Boston have produced larger gains of between a half and a full year of additional learning 
in reading and math. Benefits to children’s social-emotional development and health have been documented in 
programs that focus intensively on these area.xviii 

 
Quality preschool education is a profitable investment.  

• Rigorous efforts to estimate whether the economic benefits of early childhood education outweigh the costs of 
providing these educational opportunities indicate that they are a wise financial investment. Available benefit-
cost estimates based on older, intensive interventions, such as the Perry Preschool Program, as well as 
contemporary, large-scale public preschool programs, such as the Chicago Child-Parent Centers and Tulsa’s 
preschool program, range from three to seven dollars saved for every dollar spent.xix 

 
Quality preschool education can benefit all children.  

• Research shows positive outcomes for middle-class children as well as disadvantaged children; typically 
developing children as well as children with special needs; and dual language learners as well as native speakers. 
Although early research focused only on programs for low-income children, more recent research focusing on 
universal preschool programs provides the opportunity to ask if preschool can benefit children from middle-
income as well as low-income families. The evidence is clear that middle-class children can benefit substantially, 
and that benefits outweigh costs for children from middle-income as well as those from low-income families.xx 

 
High-quality early education can improve long-term health outcomes. 

• A recent study looked at children who attended North Carolina’s Abecedarian preschool program in the 1970s, 
and found lower rates of pre-hypertension for adults in their mid-30s, as well as lower risk of total coronary 
heart disease. In men, there were lower combinations of obesity and hypertension.xxi This is part of a growing 
body of scientific evidence that hardship in early childhood has lifelong health implications. But it goes further 
than outlining the problem, offering evidence that a particular policy might prevent it. That policy is providing 
children with high-quality early childhood programs.xxii 

• See also: https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2018/05/early-childhood-is-critical-to-health-
equity.html?cid=xtw_rwjf_unpd_dte:20180612; https://science.sciencemag.org/content/343/6178/1478.full  

 
Other State Preschool Program Studies 

• Oklahoma: Studies of the Tulsa pre-K program have repeatedly shown substantial short-term gains in school 
readiness, including big gains in pre-reading and pre-math skills.  A study of 8th grade students found some 
persistence of these gains over time, particularly for math test scores and not being held back in school.xxiii By 
age 18 or 19, the pre-K program decreased the likelihood that black children were charged with a misdemeanor 
or felony crime.xxiv   In a different study of the Tulsa Head Start program, participants had higher state test 
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scores in math in 7th grade and were 31 percent less likely to be held back and 34 percent less likely to be 
chronically absent by 8th  grade.xxv  

• North Carolina: North Carolina’s Smart Start and NC Pre-K programs improved young children’s reading and 
math skills in fifth grade. Children in counties that spent more per child were two months ahead in reading and 
1.5 months ahead in math by fifth grade when compared with children in counties that spent less.xxvi 

• Arkansas: An evaluation of the Arkansas Better Chance program found that children who attended pre-K 
developed an extra four months worth of vocabulary knowledge, beyond the gains that would be expected as a 
child naturally ages. Pre-K attendance also resulted in 23 percent more correct answers on a literacy test and 
improved math scores. Benefits persisted through 2nd grade for literacy, language and math, and through 3rd 
grade for literacy. In addition, children who attended the program were less likely to be held back in school by 
the end of 3rd grade than those who didn’t attend any pre-K.xxvii 

• Georgia: The Georgia Pre-K program had positive effects on children’s early literacy skills, math skills and general 
knowledge. Poor children also had sustained benefits through elementary school in reading and English 
language arts, were less likely to be held back in school, and outperformed children who did not attend pre-K on 
some measures on 9th grade achievement.xxviii 

• New Jersey:  An evaluation of New Jersey’s pre-K program found that children who attended the program 
significantly outperformed similar children who did not attend and that these differences persist at least 
through 4th or 5th grade. In 4th or 5th grade children who had attended New Jersey pre-K for two years were 
three-quarters of an academic year ahead of their peers who did not attend in math and two-thirds of an 
academic year ahead in literacy. Pre-K also reduced the likelihood of being held back in school by 40 percent and 
the likelihood of receiving special education services by 31 percent.xxix 

• Michigan: Participants in Michigan’s state pre-K, the Great Start Readiness Program, were held back in school 51 
percent less often than non-participants and had a 35 percent increase in high school graduation rates.xxx 

• Massachusetts: Boston’s pre-K program improved mathematics, literacy and language skills among participating 
children equivalent to seven months of additional learning, compared with children who did not attend.xxxi  

 
High-Quality Early Education Yields a Strong Return on Investment 

• A well-respected, independent cost-benefit analysis of nearly 20 different studies of state and local pre-K 
programs showed that pre-K can return, on average, a “profit” (economic benefits minus costs) to society of 
more than $34,000 for every child served.xxxii 

• Participants in quality early learning programs show substantial improvements on test scores early in life.xxxiii

xxxiv

xxxvi
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 In 
adulthood, these same students are more likely to complete high school, attend college, and even have better 
health outcomes.  They are less likely to have been charged with a crime or become a teenage parent.xxxv The 
returns from quality early care and education have been estimated to be 7 percent to 13 percent per year.  
Study after study highlights the long-term cost savings of investing in high quality early learning programs (see 
The Abecedarian Project,  the High/Scope Perry Preschool study, etc.).   

• For example, a recent analysis of the Chicago Child-Parent Center study estimated $48,000 in benefits to the 
public per child from a half-day public preschool for at-risk children. Participants at age 20 were estimated to be 
more likely to have finished high school—and were less likely to have been held back, need remedial help or 
have been arrested. The estimated return on investment was $7 for every dollar invested (National Institute for 
Early Education Research).xxxix  In addition, a recent research brief from Ready Nation summarizes the 
abundance of research illustrating both the short and long-term benefits investments in early childhood.xl In 
short, high quality early care and education is a key component to addressing the challenges our schools face in 
preparing tomorrow’s workforce for success. 

• Additional consensus statements by a wide range of academics highlight the impact of pre-K and the conditions 
that support long-term gains in children’s achievement: 

o https://www.brookings.edu/research/puzzling-it-out-the-current-state-of-scientific-knowledge-on-pre-
kindergarten-effects/  

o https://www.fcd-us.org/assets/2013/10/Evidence20Base20on20Preschool20Education20FINAL.pdf 
o https://sites.google.com/site/ececonsensusletter/       
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