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Income-based gaps in math skills, attention, 

and social skills are well-established by kindergarten
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Figure 1

Cognitive and Non-Cognitive Skills SES Gaps are 

Mostly Established by Kindergarten

Gap in Standard Deviation Units

Note: SES refers to socioeconomic status. Calculations by Duncan and Magnuson (2011) based 

on data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study - Kindergarten Cohort. Kindergarten test 

scores were measured in 1998—1999; fifth grade test scores for the same students were 

measured in 2004.

Source: Duncan and Magnuson (2011).
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Poverty is unevenly distributed across types of households
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Figure 2

Source: CPS ASEC (2015); CEA calculations.

Official Poverty Rate for Households 

with Children by Householder Characteristic, 2014
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Children growing up in poverty tend to do worse across 

a spectrum of important early health outcomes
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Figure 3

Note: Data are from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study - Birth Cohort and for children 

born in 2001. Very low physical health defined as at least one standard deviation below the 

average.Very low birth weight defined as below 5.5 pounds. 

Source: Isaacs (2012).
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Poor children are much more likely to experience food insecurity
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Household Food Insecurity Rates, 2014
Percent Food Insecure

Household Composition Poverty Race/Ethnicity

Note: FPL refers to the federal poverty level.

Source: Coleman-Jensen et al. (2015).



7

Parental and child stress can also be contributors 

to worse health outcomes for poor children.
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Figure 5

Note: HS stands for high school.

Source: Isaacs (2012).
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Socioeconomic disparities in cognitive outcomes are evident 

in children as young as 9 months of age
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Figure 6

Note: Very low is defined as more than one standard deviation below average on academic 

measures. Data are from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study - Birth Cohort. Test scores 

were measured in fall of 2006 or 2007.

Source: Isaacs (2012).
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Source: U.S. Collaborative Perinatal Project from Fryer and Levitt (2013) (through age 8); 

NLSY79 Child and Young Adult Supplement from Cunha et al. (2006) (after age 8); 

CEA calculations.
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Achievement Gap is Largely Set by Age 5

Test Scores in Standard Deviations
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Children experiencing poverty are more likely to exhibit behavioral 

problems and to perform worse on non-cognitive skills tests
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Figure 8

Note: Very low is defined as more than one standard deviation below average on behavioral 

measures. Data are from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Program Birth Cohort. Test scores 

were measured in the fall of 2006.

Source: Isaacs (2012).



10

Inequalities in parental inputs such as time, resources, 

earnings, and education are higher than in the past
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Figure 9

Note: Estimates are for mothers aged 25-34.

Source: Ramey and Ramey (2010). 
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These disparities in early childhood development can be exacerbated 

by later gaps in formal early schooling opportunities
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Figure 11

Preschool Enrollment by Mother's Education, 2014
Percent

Note: Excludes children in kindergarten.

Source: Current Population Survey October Supplement (2014); Census Bureau calculations; 

CEA calculations.
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Public investment must play a central role 

in counteracting early childhood inequalities

(1) The benefits may be delayed

(2) The investments require significant up-front costs

(3) Factors other than direct investments matter (e.g. neighborhood 

quality, environmental factors)

(4) Benefits accrue to society in addition to individuals 
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Insurance coverage during childhood can have important benefits for 

educational and labor market outcomes much later in life
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Source: Brown, Kowalski, and Lurie (2015).
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A large body of evidence shows that nutrition programs 

improve health and human capital outcomes for poor children
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Effects of WIC Participation on Birth Outcomes, 1994—2004
Percent Change

Source: Currie and Rajani (2015). 
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Preschool improves school readiness and can have 

long-term impacts on human capital attainment
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Moving to a lower-poverty neighborhood as a child can have 

a profound impact on health and human capital outcomes
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Income transfers have been shown to improve health and human capital 

outcomes for poor children in both the short-term and long-term
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When we invest in young children, we all benefit

• The research highlighted here suggests the investments we make in 

children today could benefit our economy in the long run.

• They do by expanding our skilled workforce and increasing their 

earnings, as well as by improving health and wellness.

• This means society reaps the benefits of a better-educated, higher-

earning, and healthier population in the future.

• Expanding access to high-quality programs that support children in 

their earliest years is a win-win opportunity for participating children, 

their parents, and society as a whole. 

• To learn more, see the fourth chapter of the 2016 Economic Report of 

the President here.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/ERP_2016_Chapter_4.pdf
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