Part I: What does the research tell us
about the importance of early childhood
development? What do we know about
what works?
The largest opportunities to improve the trajectory of a child’s life happen during
pregnancy and the earliest years of life, and continue through age five. Much
of the critical development occurs before children enter the formal education
system at kindergarten.
From the time of conception to the first day of kindergarten, a person’s brain
development proceeds at a faster pace than it will at any other stage of life.1
Ninety percent of physical brain development occurs in the first three years of
life, when a baby forms 700 new neural connections per second.2,3 This building
process is dramatically influenced by life experiences.4 In particular, the quality
of adult/child interaction strongly affects brain development and the cognitive
and social‑emotional skills that shape life outcomes.
Early childhood sets the course for what will happen in the first years of formal
K-12 education and well beyond. When a young child enters kindergarten
ready for school, there is an 82 percent chance that child will master basic
skills by age 11, compared with a 45 percent chance for children who are not
school ready.5 Later in life, at-risk children who do not get high-quality early
childhood experiences are 25 percent more likely to drop out of school, 40
percent more likely to become teen parents, and 60 percent less likely to attend
college.6 Further, early childhood development affects health and mental health.
Comprehensive early interventions that combine health, nutrition, and learning
have the potential to reduce risk factors associated with chronic diseases, such
as hypertension and high blood sugar, well into adulthood.7
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Investing in early childhood development pays big dividends to society.
Investing in a full range of high-quality early childhood programs from birth
to age five is one of the most economically efficient ways to create upward
mobility, a capable and valued workforce, and a strong economy. Nobel
Laureate Economist James Heckman has shown that investment in high-quality
early childhood programs for at-risk children from birth to age five delivers a
7–10 percent return on investment through better education, health, social and
economic outcomes, increased productivity, and the reduced need for social
spending (Figure 1).8 Investing in quality early childhood programs is a costefficient strategy for reducing deficits, improving K–12 achievement, creating
jobs, and promoting economic growth.
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A 2014 report from the White House Council of Economic Advisers10 builds on the
work of Heckman and others in finding that:
• expanding early learning initiatives could provide benefits to society worth
roughly $8.60 for every $1 spent; and
• lifetime earnings gains from increased enrollment in early childhood education
would outweigh the costs of these programs (the estimated gain in lifetime
income per participant is $9,166 to $30,851 after subtracting the cost of
the programs).
As Heckman has noted, “The longer society waits to intervene in the life cycle
of a disadvantaged child, the more costly it is to remediate disadvantage.”11
A vast body of research shows that disadvantaged children who receive quality
early childhood education do better in school and have significantly better
social and economic outcomes in life. However, a recent critique of investments
in high-quality early childhood education programs is that the positive effects
are believed to “fade out” by third grade.
While the Head Start Impact Study12 is cited as proof of this purported “fade
out,” more current findings point to pollution in the study’s treatment and control
groups, resulting in an inaccurate assessment of the program’s effectiveness. Two
independent analyses by separate research teams controlled for this by dividing
the children into three distinct groups according to their experience: Head Start
attendees; other preschool attendees; and those who did not attend preschool.
Both studies found that Head Start was as effective as other preschool programs
and significantly more effective than no preschool at all.13,14
Moreover, the Impact Study provides no data for outcomes past third grade,
while other rigorous studies of the long-term outcomes of Head Start have shown
impacts on high school graduation, crime reduction, health outcomes, and wages.15
Long-term randomized control trials of other early childhood programs such as
Perry Preschool and Abecedarian track positive impacts on school, economic, and
social outcomes well into adulthood (age 35).16,17 Abecedarian’s permanent gains
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are attributed to the program starting from birth and incorporating all the elements
of effective early childhood development: parental education, early health, nutrition,
early learning, and preschool. Therefore, we would not conclude there is “fade out,”
but rather a strong “fade up” into better and more productive lives as children
develop into adults.
Over the past few decades, we have gained a deep understanding of what
works to improve child outcomes.
As this paper will describe in the sections that follow, research has identified the
outcomes that matter most for young children. Research has also demonstrated
the critical ingredient to achieving these outcomes: responsive, sensitive, and
warm interactions between infants, toddlers, and preschoolers and the adults
in their lives in all of the settings in which they learn and grow. Research and
practice also have identified the barriers that make it difficult to realize those
outcomes and the programmatic and systemic solutions to addressing these.
It became clear to us through our research that while research is still needed in many
areas, there are numerous high–impact opportunities for investors to pursue today
that can meaningfully improve child outcomes beginning at birth. The concepts
have been proven—decades of research, program development, and evaluation have
demonstrated strategies that work. While we will continue to learn more and refine
these strategies, now is the time for philanthropy, business, and government to
invest in expansion so that all our children arrive at school ready to learn.
We are not investing enough in early childhood.
Despite the evidence that investing in the early years is critically important and
the existence of proven approaches, the United States severely underinvests in
the development of children before they reach age five. Combined annual per
capita public spending at the state and federal level on education for six- to
eighteen-year-olds is nearly four times as high as spending on children from birth
to five (Figure 2).18 Philanthropic funding for K–12 education totals more than five
times what is donated to early childhood causes.19 While efforts to improve K–12
learning are much needed, they will have greater impact when we ensure that
children enter the K–12 system ready to learn. Thus, we must work together, as
philanthropists and local communities, to direct more spending towards the years
before kindergarten—scaling what we know works and building more knowledge
in areas where we know less.
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Figure 2: Estimated annual per child federal and state/local spending on
education and early care, by age
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Source: Edelstein et al. (2012); data is based on 2008 and 2011 expenditures.
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