TARGETED
INVESTMENTS IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION
While paths to disconnection vary, a commonality is that it is rarely sudden: by the time a
student drops out of school or fails to make a connection to work or further education, there have
been many potential points of intervention, beginning as early as early childhood. Of these, one
particularly salient point is preschool. High-quality pre-K education — aligned with the National
Institute of Early Education Research’s 10 quality benchmarks — provides 3- and 4-year-olds
with the social, emotional, and academic foundation needed to lead healthy and prosperous lives.
[13] Children who participate in pre-K are less likely to repeat a grade and are more prepared for
school. [14] In addition, pre-K attendees are more likely to be physically active, have access to
nutritious meals, receive health screenings, and stay up to date with immunizations and dental
care. [15] These benefits pay off, with evidence showing that quality early childhood education
significantly increases the likelihood of graduating high school and college, reduces teen
pregnancy and crime, and leads to overall better health. [16,17] On its own, high school
graduation is associated with a longer life span of up to nine years and less reliance on
government health care and public services. [18,19]
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Despite the well-established links among early childhood education and graduation rates, longterm health, and prosperity, access to pre-K in the United States is primarily limited to those who
can afford it. Most low-income families — disproportionately Black, Latinx, and Native — are
unable to provide this essential start for their children, and publicly funded options fall short of
meeting need: across all publicly funded programs in the 2018–2019 academic year, only 44% of
4-year-olds and about 17% of 3-year-olds were enrolled in preschool. [20] Without universal preK access, students enter kindergarten with varying levels of social and academic development
that create an educational achievement gap that becomes more difficult and costly to close as
children advance through upper grades. [21] While universal pre-K is estimated to cost up to $26
billion each year, the earlier that educators and health professionals can intervene to address risk
factors for dropping out of school and subsequent youth disconnection, the lower the health,
social, and financial costs to both the individual and the community. In fact, for every dollar
spent on pre-K, there is an estimated $7 to $10 return on investment with the potential for
federal budget savings to outpace government spending two to one within 35 years. [22]
Universal pre-K would serve the dual purpose of creating additional opportunities for lowincome parents and caregivers — especially mothers — to join the workforce or continue their
own education by lessening their childcare burden. Such an outcome would be particularly
impactful for opportunity youth, who are more likely than their connected peers to become
parents at an early age. Additional investments in two-generation models — which bring
children and parents together to learn in tandem, fostering the ability of parents to meet the
health, safety, and developmental needs of their children while improving their own educational
and career outlook — would have the further benefit of simultaneously supporting existing
opportunity youth and increasing access to the types of early interventions that can prevent
future generations of disconnection. [23]
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The health and social benefits of universal
pre-K make it an essential step for the
United States to safeguard the health of its
children and prevent youth disconnection.

Congress can:
Establish a universal pre-K program to provide states with funding to
support high-quality early childhood education for all 3- and 4-year-old
children and high-quality training for early childhood teachers and
teaching assistants.

The Department of Education can:
Incentivize states to invest funding in two-generation programs that
combine early childhood education, family-based interventions, and
workforce development opportunities for low-income and immigrant
parents, caregivers, and their children.
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