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The positive relation between child care quality and virtually every 

facet of children's development is one of the most consistent 
findings in developmental science.” 

J. Shonkoff and D. Phillips1 
 
 
 
Quality child care and early education experiences are essential to help young children enter school ready to 
succeed. Children who participate in high quality early childhood education programs learn better and are 
more successful in school.  
 
 
BRAIN DEVELOPMENT: The early years are learning years 

Studies in neurobiology, neurodevelopment, and early intervention 
show that the years birth to 5 are  

critically important for brain development.2 
 
During these early years, children develop the essential language and cognitive skills required to learn, develop 
their ability to manage emotions and stress, and learn to cooperate with others.   

 The first five years of life are a time of enormous social, emotional, physical, and intellectual growth.  The 
human brain develops more rapidly during this time than at any other subsequent period.3 The pace of this 
growth depends on whether the child’s eagerness to learn is stimulated by their environment.4 

 A child’s ability to pay attention, stay focused, and follow directions emerges in the early years; structured 
early learning fosters these abilities for later success in school and life. 5 A safe, caring, and nurturing 
environment boosts a child’s chance for future success. 

 
 
 
READINESS TO LEARN: Too many children don’t enter school ready to learn 

40% of kindergartners are not ready for school 
 
Each year, millions of children enter a new kindergarten classroom. Schools are expected to respond to a wide 
diversity in children's backgrounds and educational needs, furnish all children with appropriate activities and 
instruction, and get each child off to a good start in school. It is one of eight national education goals that all 
children in America start school ready to learn, but national studies estimate that more than forty percent of 
America’s new kindergartners are not fully prepared or “ready” for school.6  Kindergarten teachers report that at 
least half of their children have specific problems with entry into kindergarten, including difficulty in following 
directions, lack of academic skills, and/or difficulty working independently.7  
 



 
 
 
Because children’s readiness to learn is strongly predictive of future academic performance, children who enter 
kindergarten behind their peers are unlikely to ever catch up.8 Therefore, implementing a high quality 
early learning program is a key strategy for closing the achievement gap.  
 
 
 
SUCCESS IN SCHOOL: Quality early education prepares children for success in school 

Success in school leads to success in life. 
 
Research has found that upon starting kindergarten, children who completed preschool programs were 
significantly more advanced in key areas of development—language and literacy, creativity, music and 
movement, initiative, and social skills. They are more  eager to learn and try new things, and they get along better 
with their classmates.9   
 
Kindergarten teachers report that children who attended preschool or pre-kindergarten programs are significantly 
more ready for school than their classmates who did not.  While this difference holds true for children across  
family income levels, ethnicity, and educational attainment, participation in preschool disproportionately benefits 
low-income children.10  

 
Ability to learn: 

Children’s academic success is directly linked to  high quality preschool programs   

 They are more likely to score higher in school-readiness tests, such as the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress.11  

 They are more likely to have better language skills.  For example, children in Head Start who do not speak 
English as their primary language show gains 
in school readiness in their knowledge of 
English by the end of the Head Start year.12 
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 They are more likely to be better prepared 
academically, especially in the areas of verbal 
and arithmetic skills.13  

 Reading achievement scores were 
consistently higher for children in early 
childhood education programs. These 
effects remained large from primary school 
through age 21.14  Mathematics 
achievement also showed a similar pattern. 

 
 
Social and emotional skills 

In addition to the necessary core cognitive capabilities, a child’s ability to handle emotions and work with others 
provides a foundation for learning in the classroom. Children who attend preschool benefit in these ways: 

 They are more interested in school and more motivated to learn.15 

 They are eager to complete assignments. 

 They are eager to attend school and have good attendance. 16  

 They have social skills. 
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Their ability to work well with others, both their peers 
and their teachers, is grounded in their preschool 
experience and is evident throughout the elementary, 
middle, and high school years.17, 18, 19 36%
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Long-term academic success 

In addition to the short-term benefits, children from 
quality preschool and early learning settings have been 
shown to realize sizable and enduring achievements in 
the long term.  

 They have higher high school graduation r

They a
four-year college, 

They are less likely

T
longitudinal study in Chicago which showed similar conclusions.21  

 
 
 
A
investment that pays off 

For every $1 doll

R
healthier, pay more taxes, and are less likely to require welfare and other public assistance.22 Findings from the 
High/Scope Perry Preschool Project, as well as other research studies have concluded that for every dollar 
invested in a high-quality early childhood program for children, the direct and indirect economic benefits to
public total approximately $7.16.23 For school systems, the report specifically noted that a $1 investment in 
preschool leads to $0.73 in reduced costs for remedial and special education. 
 
I
ready to learn.”  The 107th Congress introduced the Foundations for Learning Act, aimed at reducing the risk of
early school failure.  And in April of 2002, President Bush announced a new early childhood initiative to 
strengthen early learning in young children.  These powerful and ambitious goals provide the impetus to m
forward and make further investments in high quality early childhood education programs to help children 
succeed in school and life. 
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