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Early Learning and Care: A Proven
Return on Investment

High-quality early learning and care is a proven driver of both economic growth and societal well-being in the
United States. Decades of research show that investments in early care and education generate substantial returns,
producing both immediate benefits for children and families and long-term gains for the broader economy. In
dollars and cents, studies show estimated returns ranging from $3' to $16 per dollar spent.” While estimates vary
due to differences in program design, duration, population served, research methods, and outcomes measured,
these studies reach a consistent conclusion: investing in early learning yields significant and enduring economic
and social returns.

Yet despite this evidence, America’s child care system continues to face significant funding and sustainability
challenges. This resource outlines why investments in early learning — both child care and preschool — are critical,
and how strategic investments can generate lasting returns across education, health, employment and earnings,
and public safety.

" Education

Perhaps the most obvious benefits of early learning and care are those related to educational outcomes. Early
learning and care programs improve student academic achievement and mitigate expensive downstream
costs in the K=12 education system. In the near term, these benefits manifest as higher rates of kindergarten
readiness and later translate into higher graduation rates and significant reductions in special education
placements, grade retention, and disciplinary issues.

Over the last 50 years, dozens of studies have tracked the performance of children enrolled in high-quality
early childhood education programs compared to their peers. In the near term, studies have found that early
learning programs have a positive impact on kindergarten readiness.’ These impacts include stronger literacy
skills, phonological awareness, the ability to identify written letters and the sounds they represent,
mathematical skills like reasoning and partial problem solving, and language abilities such as oral language
skills and receptive vocabulary. Gains in kindergarten readiness have been documented across a variety of
programs, including those that vary in length, intensity, and populations served.*

In addition to preparing children for kindergarten entry, investing in early childhood education can reduce the
need for special education services by identifying and addressing developmental needs early, before a child
requires more intensive services. A 2017 meta-analysis of 22 studies found that participation in high-quality
preschool, on average, reduced future special education placement by 8.1 percentage points.®> Without
appropriate intervention, children may be misidentified or placed in more restrictive settings than necessary,
making it harder to transition back to general education and limiting long-term academic opportunities.®
Misidentification disproportionately affects children of color’ and increases costs, as special education
services cost about twice as much as general education.? A 2015 analysis also found that, together, North
Carolina’s Smart Start and More at Four early learning programs reduced the likelihood of third-grade special
education placement by 39%, generating estimated savings of $448 and $1,348° per child, respectively.”

The benefits of early learning and care programs persist as children continue to move through their academic
careers. Children who attend high-quality early learning programs are less likely to repeat a grade and are
more academically prepared for later grades.” Early childhood programs can set children on the right track at
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a young age by addressing gaps in cognitive development that begin to show as early as nine months of
age.”” Specifically, the 2017 meta-analysis found that participation in high-quality preschool decreased grade
retention by 8.3 percentage points.” And with public schools spending an average of $17,619 per pupil
annually," early learning and care is a cost-saving investment that reduces the need for more expensive
interventions later.

Beyond specific academic outcomes, early learning experiences shape
children’s social and emotional development through everyday
interactions with adults and peers as they learn to share, navigate
conflict, solve problems together, and play. These experiences help . .
children develop their sense of self, regulate and express emotions, form Early childhood education
healthy relationships, and complete tasks. High-quality early learning program attendance is
programs have been associated with stronger social and emotional associated with an 11.4-
development, which supports academic success and positive behavior."” N .
These benefits are linked to lower rates of suspensions and expulsions,’® percentage-point increase in
which can exacerbate behavioral and academic challenges.” A 2016 high school graduation rates.
study found that high school suspensions, in particular, cost an
estimated $35 billion annually.”® Early intervention can help mitigate
these costs by addressing challenging behavior earlier, helping children
build skills they need to succeed, and reducing the need for subsequent
disciplinary action.

Overall, research demonstrates that early care and learning improves academic trajectories. Multiple longitudinal
studies have found that high-quality programs are associated with long-term academic success and educational
attainment. For example, the Abecedarian Project found that children who participated in its high-quality birth-
to-age-five program had higher test scores through secondary school, higher IQ scores through age 15, and were
more likely to earn a bachelor's degree and/or hold a job by age 30 than peers in the control group.” Other
programs, such as Tulsa’s public pre-K and Head Start programs®® and New Jersey's Abbott Preschool Program,?'
have also shown academic gains well into elementary school. The 2017 meta-analysis found that early childhood
education program attendance is associated with an 11.4-percentage-point increase in high school graduation
rates.” A study of Boston'’s public preschool program also found that participation was associated with increased
college attendance.?® High school graduation, in particular, carries significant economic returns, as individuals
who do not complete high school cost the economy an estimated $262,000 and lose an estimated $689,000%* in
individual lifetime earnings.*

Health

Public investment in early childhood programs has been shown to generate long-term cost savings for individuals
and society by improving population health and reducing downstream health care costs.?® Quality early learning
and care programs can prevent or mitigate the damaging effects of early-life stress and adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs).?” Measures to prevent or address ACEs can be particularly impactful during early childhood
because it is such a critical period for brain development.

ACEs affect as many as one in four preschool-aged children and can have lifelong consequences for mental and
physical health.?® These experiences — including physical and emotional abuse, neglect, caregiver mental iliness,
and household violence — can contribute to developmental delays in childhood® and increase the risk of poor
long-term health outcomes, including heart disease, diabetes, depression, and alcoholism, in adulthood if
children are not properly supported at a young age.* Children in families with low incomes are more than twice
as likely to be exposed to three or more ACEs.”

High-quality early childhood programs can provide children with supportive caregiving relationships, which are
essential for healthy development and can mitigate the harmful effects of ACEs. Reducing the effects of



FIRST
- FIVE

Health (cont.) oD 1GNRS

ACEs helps set children up to succeed in school, graduate, and participate productively in the workforce.*
Notably, additional state spending on child care assistance was one of the most statistically significant
predictors of decreased maltreatment reports and substantiations, foster care placements, and fatalities.® In
particular, states with more generous income eligibility limits for child care subsidies were found to have
lower rates of referral for physical abuse and neglect from birth to age five.** Additionally, children in Head
Start were 93% less likely to be placed in foster care than children without early care access.* These
decreases are associated with substantial long-term cost savings.*® One study of states’ spending on five
public benefit programs, including child care assistance, found that each additional $1,000 spent per person
living below the federal poverty line yielded an estimated $153 billion in long-term savings from reduced
maltreatment-related costs.”’

Early childhood programs can also improve children’s nutrition and
physical health, with potential benefits that extend into adulthood.
. . . Research finds that children in high-quality preschool programs

in high-quality preschool engage in healthier eating habits and are less likely to have high blood
programs engage in healthier  pressure later in life.** Given the significant health and economic

eating habits and are less consequences of obesity — which accounts for an estimated $260.6

. . billion in annual U.S. health care costs — investments in early childhood

likely to have high blood programs that promote healthy habits are particularly important.®

pressure later in life.

Research finds that children

Many early childhood programs incorporate healthy eating and physical
activity into their daily routines.

Specifically, children who enrolled in Head Start programs at an unhealthy weight were found to have a
significantly healthier BMI by kindergarten entry.*® The federal Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)
also helps child care programs provide nutritious foods to 4.4 million children each day.*' By improving
nutrition early in life, programs like CACFP can reduce food insecurity, support healthy development, improve
oral health, and help prevent costly health problems later in life.*?

Child care and preschool programs can also play an integral role in connecting children and families with
services and information about good oral health practices.”? These efforts matter because children's oral
health can affect their ability to learn and succeed in school. For example, a study of Los Angeles County
public schools found that students with toothaches were almost four times as likely to have a low grade point
average and six times as likely to miss school.** Expanding access to preventive dental services and oral
health programs can reduce these absences, related health issues, and costly dental interventions later in
life.*®

High-quality child care and preschool programs also help identify and support developmental delays and
health challenges by connecting children and their families to necessary medical screening, services, and
insurance information.*® For example, Head Start ensures children receive vision, hearing, and developmental
screenings within 45 days of enroliment to identify needs early and support timely referrals.*’ Head Start
programs must also establish a Health and Mental Health Services Advisory Committee, which typically
includes local health providers — such as pediatricians, nutritionists, and mental health professionals — to help
meet children’s comprehensive health needs.*®

The health benefits of child care and preschool extend beyond children to their parents as well. Many
programs take a two-generation approach and include parent support services, such as home visiting
programs that teach parenting skills and support parents with mental health services. These services can
decrease parental stress, improve mental health, build trust in medical systems, and reduce the risk of child
abuse. Globally, in-person and virtual supports for parents and caregivers have been shown to produce
returns of around $12 per dollar invested. While these estimates reflect program costs in low- and middle-
income countries rather than U.S. costs, they reinforce a consistent finding: supporting parents benefits
children and society alike.*



FIRST
Sy e
@ FUND

Employment and Earnings

High-quality early learning and care delivers significant economic benefits through increased employment
and higher earnings. Reliable, quality child care allows parents to go to work knowing their child is in a safe
and nurturing environment, giving parents the opportunity to gain economic stability and increase their
earnings, which can benefit children directly and reduce reliance on public assistance.

Policies that support parents’ workforce participation have significant impacts on earnings and self-
sufficiency, which in turn strengthens the broader economy. For example, a study of New Haven's universal
pre-K program found that winning a lottery seat increased parents’ incomes during the child’'s enrollment by
an estimated $5,464 annually (21.7% above the baseline) and by an estimated average of $6,474 per year
(20.9% above the baseline) for the following six years.*® This also increased tax revenue, which over time
substantially offset the cost of the program and reduced the net cost of providing high-quality, full-day
care.”

More broadly, investing in child care supports women’s economic security by enabling mothers to
participate in the workforce and pursue educational and career opportunities. Maternal labor force
participation is three percentage points lower in child care deserts.”® Research estimates that access to
affordable child care for two children would increase a mother’s lifetime earnings by $94,000.%* Additionally,
the Abecedarian Project demonstrated significant benefits for teenage mothers. By the time their children
were four and a half years old, mothers in the program were more likely to have completed high school and
received postsecondary training, more likely to be self-supporting, and less likely to rely on public
assistance.”*

The economic benefits of affordable, quality child care are clear, yet these programs remain out of reach for
many families. Around 46% of children under age six live in child care deserts — areas with too few or no
licensed child care slots to meet local need.”® Even when care is available, high costs create significant
financial strain, pushing approximately 446,000 middle-class families into a lower income quintile and
134,000 families into poverty each year.*® These challenges extend beyond individual families to the broader
economy, resulting in an estimated $172 billion in lost earnings, productivity, and revenue each year. Of this
annual total, working families bear $134 billion in forgone earnings and job search costs, while businesses
lose $38 billion in reduced productivity, absences, and workforce disruptions.®’

In addition to supporting parents’ workforce participation,
investing in child care is crucial to building the skilled
workforce needed for future economic growth. The
Congressional Budget Office projects that the U.S.
population will continue to age between 2026 and 2056, with

the number of people age 65 or older growing faster through Research estimates that
2036 than younger age groups.®® As a result, today’s children i
will have a much larger senior population relying on them to access to affordable child
fuel the economy when they reach working age. Evidence- care for two children would

based early childhood policies can help equip the next
generation with the skills and knowledge needed to sustain a )
strong, productive economy. Several longitudinal studies earnings by $94,000.
have found that high-quality early learning programs are
associated with higher educational attainment and stronger
employment outcomes, generating long-term economic
returns as participants pay more in taxes on their higher
earnings. For example, the Perry Preschool Study found that,
by age 40, participants in the high-quality program had 42%
higher median monthly incomes and were 26% less likely to
have received government assistance in the previous 10
years than members of the control group.>®

increase a mother’s lifetime
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Early childhood education is a cost-effective investment in public safety.®® High-quality early learning
experiences help build children’s foundational skills, including self-regulation, problem solving, and the
ability to navigate challenging situations. These skills shape their future behavior and influence outcomes
into adulthood. Longitudinal studies have found that participation in quality programs is associated with
lower rates of substance abuse, arrests, convictions, and incarceration.’’ In fact, the vast majority (88%)
of the public return on investment (ROI) from the Perry Preschool program came from savings associated
with reduced crime.®

High-quality programs support these outcomes through strong teacher-child relationships,
developmentally appropriate curricula, and practices that meet children’s individual needs.®*®* By
fostering healthy social-emotional development and helping children build the skills to manage their
emotions and behavior, early childhood professionals can help establish a foundation for positive
outcomes later in life. For example, one study found that enrollment in Chicago’s Child-Parent Centers
was associated with a 25% reduction in felony arrests and a 19-24% reduction in substance abuse
compared to children with comparable demographic backgrounds who did not attend.®® Similarly, by age
40, children who attended Perry Preschool were less likely to have been arrested and less likely to have
ongoing involvement with the criminal justice system than children who did not participate.®

High-quality early education programs can play an important role in
early intervention and crime prevention by addressing factors
associated with persistent criminal behavior. Research has found the
five major predictors of persistence in crime to be education and Both law enforcement
employment proplems, delinquent peers, fanglly problem§, substance and criminal justice
abuse, and certain mental health challenges.” Early learning

programs can help address these risk factors by improving advocates support efforts
education®® and employment outcomes® for both children and their to increase investment in
families,”® improving behavioral outcomes,”’ mitigating the effects of . .
ACEs,” reducing the likelihood of substance abuse,” and identifying early childhood education
mental and physical health needs sooner.”* By addressing multiple as an effective way to
risk factors during a critical period of development, early learning improve public safety and
programs can give children a stronger start and help interrupt
negative cycles before they begin. This early intervention is
particularly important given that children arrested before the age of costs.
12 are more likely to experience repeated arrests and continued
involvement with the justice system into early adulthood.”

reduce downstream

Improving public safety also generates significant cost savings. Early investment reduces expensive
downstream costs associated with law enforcement, incarceration, and victim restitution. A cost-benefit
analysis of universal preschool’® found returns of more than $22,000 per child served when programs targeted
families in low-income communities, including benefits from reduced crime. In addition, an analysis that
combined data from the Carolina Abecedarian Project (ABC) and the Carolina Approach to Responsive
Education (CARE) found substantial economic returns from crime reduction.”” ABC/CARE reduced the
incidence of crime among both men and women, yielding substantial savings in each case. While the reductions
were larger for women, the cost savings of crime reduction for men ($466,318) were far greater than those for
women ($32,790).”® The difference in savings by gender reflects differences in the types of crimes committed:
men committed more costly crimes, with a large share of costs stemming from victimization and violent crime.

Both law enforcement and criminal justice advocates support efforts to increase investment in early childhood
education as an effective way to improve public safety and reduce downstream costs. Both recognize that
prevention is more cost-effective than remediation, meaning we either pay for quality early childhood programs
today or continue paying the associated costs of law enforcement, incarceration, and other expensive
interventions for decades to come.”
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A substantial body of research finds that early learning and care is one of the most impactful investments
governments can make. Well-funded, quality early childhood experiences deliver multigenerational benefits,
with economic and societal returns in education, health, employment and earnings, and public safety. These
impacts are felt immediately through improved school readiness and higher parental workforce participation
and earnings, and they endure over the long term by reducing criminal justice costs and increasing
individual tax contributions. Yet, despite these proven benefits, current funding remains a fraction of what is
required to sustain the early childhood system.

The benefits that affordable, high-quality child care provides are not guaranteed in an underfunded system.
Protecting our future economic stability and the healthy development of our nation’s youngest children
depends on increased and sustainable investment in early care and learning.
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