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The Early Bird Misses the Worm: 
Evidence on Early Childhood Education 

by Jamie Story, Education Policy Analyst 

A cross the nation, the movement for an increased 
government role in early childhood education is 

gaining momentum. Early childhood education (ECE) 
is the complete system of education for children from 
birth to school entry, and generally includes both pri-
vate child care and preschool, as well as state-funded 
pre-K and federal Head Start programs. Georgia, 
Oklahoma, and Florida have already implemented 
universal public preschool, while such states as Cali-
fornia and Arizona may follow closely behind. 
 
Advocates cite ECE as a way to diminish the achieve-
ment gap between socioeconomic groups while rais-
ing overall academic performance—and call for uni-
versal public preschool to accomplish those goals.  
Organizations such as the National Institute for Early 
Education Research (NIEER) emphasize the impor-
tance of ensuring that every three- and four-year-old 
receives a quality early childhood education.1 
 
However, not all experts agree. Is universal pre-K a 
good investment of taxpayers’ money? With the ma-
jority of four-year-olds in Texas and the United States 
already attending preschool, is it necessary for govern-
ment to take an even larger role? What improvements 
can Texas make to its existing system? These ques-
tions must be addressed before we continue to expand 
the role of government in early childhood education. 
 
Do the benefits of Early Childhood    
Education outweigh the costs? 
One common argument used by proponents is the 
positive return on investment in ECE programs, 
measured by such student benefits as increased future 

income, reduced crime rates, and reduced welfare 
dependence. Such claims are the result of a handful of 
experimental studies from the past several decades. 
Before citing these studies as evidence for universal 
preschool, however, one must examine their scientific 
validity and social applicability. 
 
Perhaps the most famous study is the High/Scopes 
Perry Preschool Program from the mid 1960s. The 
Perry investigators assigned 58 high-risk, low-income 
African-American children to a program consisting of 
one or two years of high-quality, half-day preschool, 
combined with periodic home visits by teachers. In the 
most recent update, researchers report that the eco-
nomic return to the public was $12.90 for every dollar 
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Early Childhood Education Facts 
 

 In 1965 only 11 percent of United States three- 
and four-year-olds enrolled in school; that num-
ber rose to 55 percent by 2001. 

 

 In the 2003-04 school year, more than 160,000 
four-year-olds in Texas enrolled in public pre-K. 

 

 At 44 percent, Texas has the third highest partici-
pation rate in public pre-K in the nation. 

  
 Texas taxpayers invested $488 million in public 

pre-K in 2003-04, in addition to public money 
spent on Head Start and other child care. 

 

 The Texas Education Agency estimates that 75 
percent of qualified children are enrolled in 
public pre-K. 



invested.2 Many experts have questioned these results, 
however, due to the small sample size, sampling meth-
odology, and use of nonstandard significance levels.3 
 
The Abecedarian Early Childhood Intervention pro-
ject started in 1972. Between the ages of 6 and 12 
weeks, 112 children “at risk of retarded intellectual 
and social development” were assigned to the pro-
gram. Children spent 10 hours a day, five days a 
week in year-round center-based care, with as few as 
three children per teacher, and nutritional and medi-
cal care provided. While researchers report up to 3-
to-1 returns on investment, the cost to implement 
the program in public schools would be nearly 
$42,000 per child (2002 dollars, 3 percent discount 
rate).4 The Abecedarian Project has also received 
criticism due to potential bias in its results.5 In ad-
dition, despite attempts to reproduce the study, its 
results have never been replicated.6 
 
Aside from the shortcomings in research design and 
inability to be replicated, one must still regard with 
caution the conclusions of the Perry and Abecedarian 
projects. It is worth noting that these programs served 
only the most severely disadvantaged children, and 
would likely produce different results in students 
from more advantaged backgrounds. Furthermore, 
Perry and Abecedarian were small-scale, high-
quality, and closely-monitored programs, employing 
highly qualified teachers at above average salaries, 
incorporating home visits and parental education, and 
requiring tremendous amounts of personnel and 
monetary resources. It would be inappropriate to as-
sume that these program results—and investment re-
turns—could be replicated on a large scale. 
 
Undoubtedly, some Texas students may benefit from 
a quality ECE program. However, a cost-benefit 
analysis based on results of the Perry and Abecedar-
ian programs should not be used to justify universal 
pre-K. With more than 1.8 million children under the 
age of five in Texas,7 implementing the Abecedarian 
Project—were it even desirable or possible—for all 
children in Texas would cost taxpayers more than $15 
billion each year. That’s nearly $700 per year for 
every person in the state! The claims of a substantial 
return on investment from such studies as Perry and 
Abecedarian cannot be applied broadly to all students 
statewide, yet proponents of universal preschool cite 
these “facts” when asking taxpayers for a large in-
vestment with unproven returns. 
 

What is the current role of Texas govern-
ment in Early Childhood Education? 
Over the past 40 years, enrollment in ECE across the 
nation has skyrocketed. Whereas in 1965 only 11 per-
cent of United States three- and four-year-olds en-
rolled in school, that number jumped to more than 55 
percent by 2001.8 Possible causes include increased 
participation of women in the paid workforce, in-
creased numbers of single-parent households, reforms 
making welfare contingent upon work, and even ris-
ing standards of living. 
 
Public preschool was created in Texas in 1984 when 
the Legislature enacted state pre-kindergarten for 
high-risk four-year-olds in Texas public schools. Stu-
dents who qualify for free or reduced-price lunch, are 
homeless, and/or are unable to speak and comprehend 
the English language are eligible for half-day state 
pre-K. In the 2003-04 school year, more than 160,000 
four-year-olds attended state pre-K in Texas, at a cost 
to taxpayers of $488 million (in addition to tuition 
paid by parents of non-qualifying children, the 
amount of which is unknown because this informa-
tion is not collected by the state). The Texas Educa-
tion Agency estimates that state pre-K serves about 
75 percent of children who qualify. Presumably, the 
remaining 25 percent either elect not to attend state 
pre-K, or live in the minority of districts where pre-K 
is not offered. 
 
In general, Texas four-year-olds from all socioeco-
nomic backgrounds exhibit high rates of participation 
in ECE. In the 2002-03 school year, 43 percent of 
Texas four-year-olds participated in state pre-K—the 
third highest participation rate in the nation. Another 
11 percent participated in Head Start, and 4 percent in 
state-funded special education.9 Approximately 
122,000 four-year-olds, or 35 percent, enrolled in pri-
vate preschool or child care.10 According to these 
numbers, up to 94 percent of Texas four-year-olds 
were enrolled in center-based preschool in 2002-03. 
To an extent, this number likely overestimates the 
true figure by double counting students who partici-
pated in more than one type of ECE, but the numbers 
are staggering nonetheless.  
 
The vast majority of Texas children—including those 
who are low-income, homeless, and non-English 
speaking—are already enrolled in some type of pre-
school, and this fact alone raises the question of why 
universal pre-K is even needed in Texas. 
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What is being done to improve Early 
Childhood Education in Texas? 
In September 2003, Senate Bill 76 charged the State 
Center for Early Childhood Development with develop-
ing pilot projects that better coordinate resources be-
tween public pre-K, Head Start, and private ECE cen-
ters. This coordination could allow Texas ECE provid-
ers to better serve children in a more cost-effective man-
ner, both by reducing “double-dipping” of government 
services and by facilitating the sharing of resources such 
as classrooms and teachers. The Center, headed by Dr. 
Susan Landry, was also charged with developing a qual-
ity rating system for all ECE programs. 
 
The Center concluded that the term “quality” in ECE 
is highly subjective, and that the best way to rate a 
program is by how well it prepares children for 
school, most often measured by diagnostic tools such 
as the Texas Primary Reading Inventory. The Center 
proposed creating a voluntary rating system that would 
designate a program (state, federal, or private) as 
“School Ready” if a specified percentage of its stu-
dents exhibit school readiness upon entering kindergar-
ten, thereby giving parents better information by which 
to choose a program, and taxpayers more knowledge 
about how effectively their money is being spent.11 
 
One of the greatest problems with the ECE system in 
Texas is its lack of accountability to parents and tax-
payers. Current regulations place a larger emphasis 
on square footage and poster placement than they do 
on results, and do not encourage collaboration among 
various programs. The recommendations of Dr. Susan 
Landry and her colleagues go a long way toward en-
suring that taxpayer money currently devoted to ECE 
is spent in the most effective way possible. 
 
Where else is government expanding its 
role in Early Childhood Education? 
Universal preschool is a growing trend across the 
country. Arizona Governor Janet Napolitano is advo-
cating universal preschool not only for Arizona, but 
for the entire United States. In California, actor/
director Rob Reiner has supported an initiative that 
would create state-funded universal preschool by rais-
ing taxes for the highest income-bracket of Califor-
nians. But participating schools—public or private—
would be subject to union-driven mandates that will 
drive up costs, and schools that don’t participate will be 
hard-pressed to find parents willing to pay tuition when 

there is a “free” preschool around the corner. In addi-
tion, California’s K-12 public school system scores 
among the worst in the country, and there is no reason to 
believe that public pre-K would fare any better.12  

 
The Georgia universal pre-K program started in 1993, 
enrolling 56 percent of four-year-olds in the program 
by the 2003-04 school year. By the same year, Okla-
homa’s universal program enrolled 64 percent of the 
state’s four-year-olds.13 Although reviews of both of 
these programs have shown cognitive gains for partici-
pants, meaningful evaluations are impossible because 
of selection bias and the absence of control groups.14 

 
This school year kicked off Florida’s new universal 
pre-K voucher program. Parents of four-year-olds re-
ceive a $2500 voucher to be used at a public, private, or 
religious-based preschool of their choice.15 Although it’s 
too soon to gauge the program’s academic effectiveness, 
it certainly exhibits the potential to increase parents’ 
options—a characteristic lacking in most universal pre-
K programs to date. However, the funding will undoubt-
edly subsidize preschool tuition costs for middle- and 
upper-income families who already  participate in pri-
vate preschool and do not need the subsidy. 
 
Texans should take note of a universal pre-K program 
started in Quebec eight years ago. The Quebec pro-
gram now costs $1.7 billion every year—33 times the 
original projection. Perverse economic incentives are 
largely to blame for the increased costs, since parents 
consume much more of the subsidized ECE than they 
would otherwise consume if having to pay for it out-
of-pocket. While the program increased demand for 
pre-K, its detrimental effect on private preschools 
caused overall supply to decrease, forcing many of 
the lowest-income students to be crowded out of the 
system.16 By including private providers from the 
beginning, as does the current Florida program, Que-
bec could have circumvented this consequence. 
 

Conclusion  
It is counterintuitive to assume that Texas should in-
crease taxpayer funding of early childhood education, 
considering the following: 
 The vast majority of Texas four-year-olds—

including those who are low-income, homeless, 
or limited-English proficient—already participate 
in some type of center-based preschool. 

CONTINUED ON BACK 



 As shown by high participation rates in both pub-
lic and private ECE in Texas, the free market is 
working. An expanded government role would 
force many private providers out of the market, 
thereby limiting choices for consumers. 

 Commonly cited cost-benefit calculations result 
from flawed experiments that included only the 
most disadvantaged children, have never been repli-
cated, and would be impractical for large-scale im-
plementation. Positive “investment returns,” while 
questionable even for disadvantaged children, 
would be even less positive for children as a whole. 

 Existing universal preschool programs have 
failed to demonstrate significant benefits, and 
some even exhibit adverse consequences.  

 
Jamie Story is an Education Policy Analyst at the Texas 
Public Policy Foundation. Contact Jamie Story at: 
jstory@texaspolicy.com. 
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Policy Recommendations 

 Universal preschool should not be adopted in 
Texas. It would cost taxpayers billions of dol-
lars with no promise of positive returns, and 
would limit choices for parents. In addition, it 
would subsidize middle- and upper-income 
families who do not need the subsidy. 

 ECE in Texas lacks accountability to taxpayers. 
Pre-K effectiveness should be measured in 
terms of kindergarten readiness so that parents 
and taxpayers know that their money is being 
spent effectively. 

 School reform efforts should be focused on K-
12, and especially secondary education—the 
grade levels where U.S. student performance 
lags the most behind international counterparts. 
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