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The twentieth century was marked by a striking decline in the age at which American children enter educational programs.  National statistics go back only to 1947, but in that year 58 percent of five- and six-year-olds attended nursery school, kindergarten, or primary school.  By 2000, 96 percent were enrolled in school.
  This trend partly reflects the growth in labor force participation among the mothers of young children, but it also stems from changing cultural attitudes over the importance of early childhood education.  

Indeed, for all the concern over inequalities in educational outcomes among teenage students and young adults, markedly little attention has been paid to the fact that substantial inequalities exist among children at the beginning of primary schooling.  These disparities reflect variation in the home learning environments of children, disparities that stem from inequality in the financial, psychological, and human capital resources available to parents.  Exacerbating disparities in learning environments, children who come from advantaged homes are often more likely than other children to attend preschool programs.  If preschool experiences are important for a child’s later outcomes, then social policies related to preschool programs might be effective in reducing educational inequalities and expanding opportunity.  Moreover, since much learning is cumulative and many individual traits and habits become ingrained over time, reducing preschool inequalities could be a more efficient route to achieving equal opportunity than trying to reduce later inequalities.   

This report assesses the extent to which daycare, preschool, and Head Start programs should be the focus of social policy efforts to expand educational opportunity.  I first summarize patterns of inequality present at the start of schooling before examining inequalities in home learning environments.  The next section describes the contours of preschool education in the U.S. today.  I compare current patterns of preschool education with historical trends in the U.S. and with the situation in other countries.  I also consider state-to-state variation in preschool enrollment.  Finally, I review the evidence on the effects of compensatory preschool and conclude with an assessment of the extent to which greater preschool opportunities might help reduce inequality in child outcomes.

Patterns of Inequality at the Start of Schooling

A relatively new national survey, the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-1999 (ECLS), provides a rich picture of the varying backgrounds and attributes that children bring with them upon entering kindergarten.
  There were 3.7 million first-time kindergartners as of fall, 1998.  Researchers from the National Center for Education Statistics, which sponsors the ECLS, have analyzed patterns of inequality among kindergarteners along several dimensions.  The following is a summary of their findings.

Cognitive Skills

· Girls tend to outperform boys in reading, with 28 percent of them scoring in the top quartile of reading scores (versus 22 percent of boys) and 21 percent scoring in the bottom quartile (29 percent for boys).  They are more proficient than boys in recognizing letters and enunciating sounds at the beginning and end of words.  Boys and girls do not meaningfully differ in either mathematics or general knowledge (knowledge of the physical, natural, and social worlds).
,

· Forty-six percent of children whose mother graduated from college scored in the top quartile in reading, 45 percent in math, and 48 percent in general knowledge.  Among children with mothers who did not graduate from high school, these figures were 6, 7, and 5 percent.  In contrast, for each test, over fifty percent of the latter children scored in the bottom quartile.  Less than 10 percent of the children of college-educated women scored this low in reading and general knowledge, and less than 20 percent in math.

· Among the children of women who had ever been on welfare, the percentages that were in the top quartile of reading, math, and general knowledge were 8, 7, and 6 percent respectively.  For each test, about half of the children scored in the bottom quartile.  The children of single mothers as a whole did better, but they were still under-represented at the top of the test-score distributions and over-represented at the bottom.

· Over 30 percent of non-Hispanic white children scored in the top quartile of reading and math, along with about 40 percent of Asian-American children.  Fifteen percent of both African-American and Latino children scored in the top quartile of reading, and ten and fourteen percent scored in the top quartile of math.  In general knowledge, 34 percent of white children scored in the top quartile, about 20 percent of Asian Americans, 12 percent of Latinos, and 6 percent of blacks.  Controlling for maternal education diminishes these disparities somewhat, though they remain large among the children of best-educated mothers.
,

Fine Motor Skills

· ECLS researchers constructed a scale to measure fine motor skills based on how well each child could construct shapes from wooden blocks, copy different figures, and draw a person.  Thirty-one percent of boys, but only 26 percent of girls scored in the bottom “third” of the scale distribution (actually the bottom 29 percent), a cut-off that indicates a child is at least one standard deviation below the mean.

· Forty-two percent of the children of high-school dropouts were in the bottom third, versus just 18 percent of the children of mothers with a college degree.

· Among the children of single mothers, 37 percent were in the bottom third, compared to 26 percent of other children.  The children of mothers who had ever received welfare did worse still – 44 percent were in the bottom group.

· Forty-one percent of African American children scored in the bottom group, compared with 31 percent of Latinos, 24 percent of whites, and 15 percent of Asian Americans.

Personality Traits

· According to both parents and teachers, girls are more persistent than boys and more eager to learn.
  Parents report that girls are more creative than boys.

· Similarly, persistence, eagerness to learn, and creativity increase with maternal education.

· There are somewhat smaller advantages in these areas for children from two-parent families and children whose mother never received welfare.

· Parents and teachers report that Asian-American children are most persistent, followed by whites, Latinos, and then African-American children.  Teachers also rank children this way in terms of eagerness to learn.  White parents are most likely to report that their children are eager to learn, followed by black parents, Latino parents, and Asian-American parents.  This same rank order holds for parental assessment of their child’s creativity.

Social Skills

· According to parental reports, girls comforted or helped others more than boys and were a little more likely to make and keep friends.  Teacher reports showed bigger differences in these skills and also indicate that girls are more likely to accept their peers’ ideas for activities.  Boys were more likely than girls to argue or fight with others and to get angry, based on both parent and teacher reports.

· These same patterns recur in comparing children of college-educated mothers and children of women without a high school degree, with the former rated more prosocial by both parents and teachers.  In addition, children of better-educated mothers are more willing to join other children in play.  Differences in problem behaviors were smaller than prosocial differences.

· Children of mothers who had received welfare were less prosocial and had more problem behaviors than other children, though the differences were not great.  Differences between children of single mothers and two-parent families followed these same patterns.

· According to parents, white and black children were more likely to make friends and comfort others than Asian-American and Latino children, and they were also more likely to join others in play.  Parents reported that black and Latino children displayed more problem behaviors, though the differences were small.  Teachers reported that white children were the most prosocial and that African Americans were slightly less prosocial than Asian-American and Latino children.  They also consistently indicated that black children exhibited more behavior problems than other children and that Asian-American children displayed the fewest behavior problems.

Developmental Problems

· According to parental reports, boys had more problems with hyperactivity, paying attention, and articulation than did girls.

· These problems also became more common as maternal education decreased.

· Children of single mothers had more problems with hyperactivity and paying attention, and children whose mothers had ever been on welfare also had more articulation problems.  Teachers reported that the children of mothers with welfare experience had more problems paying attention.

· Black children had more problems with hyperactivity and paying attention than other children (the latter affirmed by both parents and teachers).

Physical Well-Being

· Based on the body mass index (BMI), girls and boys have roughly an equal risk of overweight.  According to parental reports, 84 percent of girls have excellent or very good health versus 82 percent of boys.

· Risk of overweight increases from 8-9 percent for the children of mothers who have a college degree to 12-15 percent for the children of high-school dropouts.  Parent-reported general health is substantially worse for the children of high school dropouts than for those of college-educated women – 70 percent have excellent or very good health versus 90 percent for the latter group.

· Risk of overweight is slightly higher for the children of single mothers. Seventy-eight percent have very good to excellent health, compared to 85 percent of the children of two-parent families.

· Among boys, Latinos and Asian Americans are at greater risk of overweight than whites and blacks, while among girls, Latinos and blacks are at the greatest risk.  Eighty-seven percent of whites have very good to excellent health, compared with 74-77 percent of other children.

Gross Motor Skills

· Similar to the fine motor skills scale, the ECLS includes a scale to measure gross motor skills based on how well each child could balance and jump on each foot, skip, and walk backwards along a line.  Scoring in the bottom quarter of the distribution (actually the bottom 26 percent) indicates a child is at least one standard deviation below the mean.  Thirty-one percent of boys, but only 22 percent of girls scored in the bottom quarter.

· Gross motor skills worsen as mother’s education declines.

· African-American children have better gross motor skills than other children (21 percent in the bottom quarter, versus 26-28 percent of other children).

How stable are these early inequalities?  There is little longitudinal evidence available for measures other than achievement scores in the research literature.  For some measures of social skills, personality traits, and developmental problems, we can turn to the ECLS itself, which re-assessed children at the end of their kindergarten year.  Inequalities between children of the most- and least-educated mothers declined in terms of accepting peer ideas, comforting others, eagerness to learn, and paying attention but grew in terms of arguing.  Sex inequalities declined in terms of making friends but grew in terms of comforting others and arguing.  Inequalities between whites and Latinos declined in terms of paying attention, persisting, getting angry, and making friends.  Inequalities between African American children and other children, however, grew in terms of accepting peer ideas, getting angry, arguing, and fighting.

Scores on achievement tests have been known for decades to be moderately stable over the course of childhood, with a mainstream estimate of the start-of-school / end-of-school correlation being about 0.5.
  Test scores measured between the ages of three and six correlate moderately with academic self-perception and having ever repeated a grade at ages thirteen and fourteen.  These correlations do not differ much by mother’s education, family income, region, or urbanicity.  Correlations between test scores and grade repetition do not differ by race/ethnicity either.
  Other research suggests that one half of the magnitude of black-white test score gaps at the end of high school is accounted for by test score gaps at the beginning of schooling.
  Thus, there is some evidence to suggest that if we want to reduce educational inequalities among adolescents and young adults, we might want to focus on disparities present at the start of schooling.

Inequalities in Home Learning Environments


Children enter school with varying capabilities in part because they differ in the quantity and quality of resources available to assist in their cognitive development.  The ECLS includes rich information on these resources.  I highlight a few examples here to provide evidence of inequalities in home learning environments.

Children’s Books and Music Recordings

· Boys and girls have similar numbers of children’s books and recordings.  Roughly one in four have 25 or fewer books, while just over 15 percent have more than 100 books.  Similarly, 36 to 39 percent have five or fewer children’s records, tapes, or CDs and one-fifth have more than twenty.

· Fully 62 percent of the children of high school dropouts have twenty-five or fewer books, compared to just 7 percent of the children of college-educated mothers.  Thirty-one percent of the latter have over 100 books, versus 4 percent of the children of high school dropouts.  Disparities in children’s recordings are similar.

· Forty percent of the children of single mothers have twenty-five or fewer books, and only 10 percent have more than 100 books.  Among the children of two-parent families, these figures are 21 and 19 percent.  Disparities between the children of women with welfare experience and other children are even larger.  Inequalities in children’s recordings are not quite as dramatic.

· Roughly half of blacks, Latinos, and Asian Americans have twenty-five books or less, compared with just 10 percent of whites.  More than half of blacks and Latinos have five or fewer children’s recordings, compared with 26 percent of whites and 36 percent of Asian Americans.

Being Read To and Hearing Stories

· Once again there are only small disparities between boys and girls.  Forty-three to 47 percent of boys and girls are read to every day, and about one in four are told stories every day.

· One-third of the children of high school dropouts are read to every day, compared with 60 percent of the children of college graduates.  Story-telling is less unequal between the two groups, with 23 to 29 percent of both groups hearing stories every day.

· Forty percent of the children of single mothers and 47 percent of the children of two-parent families are read to every day.  There are no differences in story-telling between the two groups.  These patterns also hold for the children of mothers who have experience on welfare and other children.

· Forty-seven to 49 percent of whites and Asians are read to every day, compared to 35 to 39 percent of blacks and Latinos.  Once again, there are only small differences in story-telling.

National Preschool and Daycare Program Patterns and Trends

The distinctions between daycare, nursery school, and preschool programs are rather fuzzy, and different surveys request different information from parents.  The best historical data comes from the Current Population Survey’s School Enrollment Supplement, which asks parents whether their children were enrolled in “nursery school”.  Figure 1a. shows trends in enrollment in nursery school for three-year-olds and Figure 1b. displays nursery school and kindergarten enrollment trends for four-year-olds.  Enrollment in nursery school has risen from about 4 percent of 3-year-olds in 1965 to 38 percent in 2000, and from 7 percent of 4-year-olds to 58 percent.  During the 1960’s and 1970’s this growth was faster among private nursery schools, but in the past twenty years, public and private programs have expanded at similar rates.  In contrast to preschool attendance, kindergarten attendance among 4-year-olds has been roughly stable over the past thirty-five years.

In 2001, 56 percent of 3- to 5-year-olds who had not yet attended kindergarten were enrolled in center-based preschool programs, including daycare programs.  This participation rate is up from 53 percent in 1991, the earliest year for which we have comparable data.  As of 1999, centers provided care to 46 percent of 3-year-olds, 70 percent of 4-year-olds, and 77 percent of 5-year-olds not yet in school.
  Comparing these figures with those from the preceding paragraph, it is clear that “nursery schools”, as used in the CPS and implying an educational function, are a subset of “center-based preschool programs”, which is the focus of the National Household Education Survey and includes programs that are in more appropriately described as custodial.

For more detailed information on both custodial and educational preschool programs, we must turn to the 1991 National Household Education Survey, the only year in which that survey distinguished explicitly educational programs from center-based daycare.
  In 1991, 62 percent of 3-year-olds received nonparental care of some sort on a weekly basis (see Table 1).  Forty-two percent were in center-based care, and 28 percent attended nursery school (including Head Start and pre-kindergarten).  Among 4- and 5-year-olds, roughly three-fourths of children not yet enrolled in kindergarten received nonparental care, 60 to 65 percent were in center-based arrangements, and about half attended nursery school.

Table 1 shows these figures for various categories of preschool children between the ages of three and five.  Nonparental care grows more common as household income, parental education, and hours worked increases, and African Americans are more reliant on nonparental care than whites or Latinos.  These patterns also hold for center-based arrangements.  Children of the best-educated and richest parents are most likely to be in nursery school, and white and black children are more likely than Latinos to be in nursery school.  Among children who receive regular nonparental care, nursery schools disproportionately serve whites, children of the richest and best-educated families, and children of non-working mothers.  

For comparison, Table 1 also shows receipt of nonparental care and center-based care in 1999 for children in a number of categories and nursery school enrollment rates in 2000.
  The nursery school figures for 2000 come from the CPS and may not be directly comparable to the 1991 or 1999 figures.  With this caveat in mind, it appears that nursery school enrollment increased over the 1990’s for three- and four-year-olds, whites and blacks, and for the poorest children and those whose mothers were in the labor force.  The implication is that most 5-year-olds were already in nursery school, kindergarten, or first grade in 1991 but that over the 1990’s working mothers (other than Latinos) increasingly placed their younger children in nursery schools rather than daycare centers.

Since the above data mixes children between the ages of three and five and excludes those five-year-olds who are already in kindergarten, it is also useful to consider the preschool experiences of a cohort of entering kindergarteners.  The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study provides such information on the cohort who entered kindergarten in the fall of 1998.
  Among first-time kindergarteners, 81 percent received some form of regular nonparental care in the year prior to kindergarten, and 69 percent were in center-based programs.  These patterns were essentially the same for boys and girls.  The percent of children attending preschool programs (including daycare programs) ranged from 82 percent among the children of college graduates to 52 percent among the children of high-school dropouts.  The children of mothers who had ever received welfare were a little less likely to have attended preschool (69 percent versus 74 percent), but the children of single mothers as a whole were just as likely as other children to have been in preschool.  Seventy-eight percent of African-American children had attended preschool, compared with 72 percent of whites, 70 percent of Native Americans, 65 percent of Asian Americans, and 56 percent of Latinos.  In general, among the narrower group of children who receive any nonparental care, there are only small differences in the extent to which different categories of families are reliant on center-based rather than in-home care.

Roughly one in five first-time kindergarteners attended center-based daycare programs during their kindergarten year.  Figures from 1995 indicate that this participation rate doesn’t vary according to whether a child attends half-day or full-day kindergarten.  About one-third to 40 percent of kindergarteners who receive nonparental care are in center-based arrangements.  Center-based care for kindergartners is cheaper than care by non-relatives, but more expensive than family-based care.  African Americans and low-income parents pay less for center-based care than white and upper-income parents do, reflecting their greater reliance on subsidized programs such as Head Start, but possibly also indicative of quality disparities.  However, the 1991 National Household Education Survey showed very small differences across categories of children in the group size and child-to-staff ratios in center-based programs.


Figure 2 provides trends in Head Start enrollment since the program’s start in 1965. In 2002, there were over 900,000 children enrolled in Head Start.  Eighty-eight percent were 3- and 4-year-olds, and blacks, whites, and Latinos each accounted for about 30 percent of enrollees.  Thirteen percent of enrollees had one or more disabilities.
  

In the mid-1990’s, 3 percent of all children not yet in kindergarten were enrolled in Head Start, including 2 percent of whites, 8 percent of blacks, and 4 percent of Latinos.  Enrollment rates were highest in the Midwest (4 percent), compared to 2 percent in the West.  Children of high-school dropouts, single parents, and families with $15,000 or less in income all had Head Start enrollment rates of 6 to 7 percent, compared with rates of 1 to 2 percent for children of college graduates, two-parent families, and families with incomes over $50,000.



State and Cross-National Comparisons


Researchers at the National Center for Education Statistics used data from the 1990 Census and the CPS to compare levels of preprimary education enrollment across U.S. states.
  “Preprimary” here includes kindergarten.  Looking at four-year-olds, only a small number of whom were in kindergarten in 1990, children in northeastern and Middle Atlantic states have the highest enrollment rates.  Seventy percent of Connecticut’s four-year-olds were enrolled, as were 68 percent of New Jersey children and 67 percent of Massachusetts children.
  New York, Maryland, Delaware, and Rhode Island also had enrollment rates of 60 percent or more, as did Hawaii, Missouri, Michigan, and Illinois.  On the other hand, enrollment rates were lowest in the Great Plains, Mountain states, Southwest, and Southeast.  States with enrollment rates below 50 percent included Tennessee, Nevada, New Mexico, Montana, Kentucky, Idaho, Arkansas, South Dakota, West Virginia, and (with a rate of 44 percent) North Dakota.  States on the west coast and in the South Atlantic and Upper Midwest tended to fall between these extremes.


In a cross-national context, these enrollment rates are relatively low.  France, Belgium, Netherlands, Spain, and New Zealand all had preprimary enrollment rates exceeding 90 percent in 1991.  Hungary and the former Czechoslovakia and West Germany had higher enrollment rates than Connecticut.  Rates in Austria, the United Kingdom, and Japan exceeded the U.S. average.  On the other hand, Ireland and Norway were below the U.S. average, and preprimary enrollment in every U.S. state exceeded that in Portugal, Switzerland, and Canada.

As of 2001, 66 percent of American 3- to 5-year-olds were enrolled in preschool or kindergarten, compared with essentially all 3- to 5-year-olds in France and Italy, about 83 percent in Japan and the United Kingdom, 72 percent in Germany, and 44 percent in Canada.  Among 4-year-olds, 67 percent are enrolled in the U.S., which is also lower than any of these countries save Canada.  While the U.S. had comparable levels of preschool enrollment to the U.K. and Japan ten years earlier, the latter expanded their enrollment levels beyond 90 percent during the 1990’s.

Effects of Preschool and Head Start

While there has been an enormous amount of research examining associations between participation in preschool and Head Start programs on the one hand and later outcomes on the other, very few studies address the problem that program participants may be a select group, either unusually advantaged or disadvantaged in unobservable ways.  Perhaps the most-studied outcome in the literature is IQ.  Castro and Mastropieri conducted a meta-analysis of studies estimating the effect of compensatory preschool education on IQ.  They found an average effect of about 8 IQ points, an effect that in the vast majority of studies fades out over time.
  W. Steven Barnett reported similar findings in his review of studies on center-based preschool programs for poor children.
  Barnett, however, shows that compensatory preschool has numerous benefits when one considers other educational outcomes.  Barnett examined three programs that used random experiments to compare treated individuals to control groups, five quasi-experimental programs involving comparison groups, and fourteen large-scale public programs (mostly Head Start).  Studies in these three groups yielded similar results, but because the evaluation of non-experimental programs involves greater methodological problems, I only report Barnett’s findings on the experimental and quasi-experimental studies.

The experimental and quasi-experimental studies were conducted in the 1960’s.  They suffered from small sample sizes (generally less than 100 children available for follow-up among the treated, and less than 50 among the controls) and substantial attrition, and the children they followed were overwhelmingly African American (greater than 90 percent black in seven of the eight studies).  All eight studies found that preschool lowered grade retention, with the effect statistically significant in three cases.  The least impressive effect of the three showed 38 percent of experimentals were held back compared to 53 percent of controls.  All four studies that considered high school graduation found positive effects of preschool.  While only one showed statistically significant results – a 67 percent graduation rate for experimentals vs. 49 percent for controls – the rates in the other three studies were very similar.  Finally, among the studies that examined special education, all six showed that preschool lowered the probability of placement into such classes.  The effect was statistically significant in two of the studies (e.g., 32 percent of experimentals and 63 percent of controls).  Another study showed a statistically significant effect on the number of years spent in special education.

Barnett discusses in greater detail the Perry Preschool Project, which represents the best-evaluated preschool program to date.  Perry Preschool was undertaken in the early 1960’s in Ypsilanti, Michigan and taught three- and four-year-old children from low-income families for two-and-a-half hours a day, five days per week for eight months of the year.  The program also included weekly one-and-a-half hour home visits by teachers, who were experienced in public schools and certified in special education and preschool education involving the child’s mother.  The mothers of participating children were engaged in these home visits to help them teach their children.

Perry Preschool also failed to produce permanent IQ gains relative to a control group of children, but it did generate gains in achievement test scores that persisted when participants were last assessed at age nineteen.  Fifteen percent of experimentals were classified as mentally retarded over the course of schooling, compared to 35 percent of controls, and the effect on years in special education classes was similar.  Sixty-seven percent of program participants graduated from high school and 38 percent attended post-secondary schooling by age nineteen.  Among the control group, these figures were 49 percent and 21 percent, respectively.  Program participants also had higher employment rates, lower welfare recipiency rates, fewer arrests, and fewer teen pregnancies relative to controls.  The program also lowered the probability of grade retention, but the effect was not statistically significant.  

There are several problems with the experimental evidence on preschool programs.  For one, the programs are generally from the 1960’s and 1970’s, making them potentially out of date.  Today, for instance, the relevant counterfactual to preschool is much more likely to be day care rather than maternal care compared to earlier decades.  The sample sizes in the studies – even the Perry Preschool Project – are small, and many of the studies have high rates of attrition.  They also disproportionately represent African Americans, and so there is some question about the extent to which we may generalize from the studies.  Finally, there are no good Head Start experiments.  Head Start typically has less funding and less-qualified staff than the model preschool programs, and it is less intensive.  If we wish to predict the effect of a large-scale expansion of preschool, it might be more realistic to consider the effects of Head Start rather than programs like the Perry Preschool Project.

Janet Currie, Duncan Thomas, and their colleagues have recently conducted a series of studies using contemporary data sets to help rectify some of these shortcomings.  Since the data they use does not come from a randomized experiment, however, it is necessary to address the possibility that children who participate in preschool programs are atypical in ways that distort the estimated effect of preschool.  Currie and Thomas (1995) compared children who had been enrolled in either Head Start or another preschool program to their siblings who were not enrolled, thereby controlling for all factors that siblings share in common.
  They also provide evidence that, if anything, their approach understates the effects of Head Start because within families, it is the more disadvantaged children who tend to be enrolled.  

The authors find that participation in Head Start raises five-year-old vocabulary scores by seven percentile points among blacks.  However, consistent with the earlier experimental studies, the effects of Head Start disappear by age ten.  Among whites, on the other hand, Head Start also raises five-year-old vocabulary scores by seven percentile points, but by age ten program participants still enjoy a five percentile-point advantage.  This represents about one-third of the overall vocabulary gap between children who participate in Head Start and children who participate in other preschool programs.  Thus, the “fadeout” found in the earlier experimental evidence may be unique to African Americans.
  (The effect of other preschool programs on vocabulary scores is very small and not statistically significant for whites.  For blacks, the effect is also not significant, but it is bigger – 3 percentile points – and again apparently declines over time.)

The most logical explanation for the differential fadeout between blacks and whites is that African American gains tend to be swamped by other disadvantages they face after preschool – be they neighborhood or family environments, poor school quality, or differential treatment by teachers and others.  Currie and Duncan present evidence that the differential fadeout does not decline whether one looks at children whose mothers have high or low test scores, implying that poor family environments are unlikely to be the source of the problem.  In a subsequent paper, Currie and Thomas (2000) find that black children who participate in Head Start attend worse elementary schools than other black children, and that controlling for school quality, test-score gaps between Head Start alums and other children are similar for whites and blacks.

Currie and Thomas also find that white children who participate in Head Start are 47 percent less likely to repeat a grade by age ten to twelve than their siblings who do not but that Head Start has no effect on blacks’ probability of grade repetition.  The effect of other preschool programs on grade repetition is not significant for either whites or blacks (though the point estimate is moderate for the latter).  Participation in Head Start or in other preschool programs raises the probability of getting a measles immunization for both blacks and whites.  Participation in non-Head-Start preschool apparently increases height for age among white children.  Currie and Thomas’s models also provide weak evidence that the benefit of Head Start and preschool is greater for children with more-skilled mothers.

Garces, Thomas, and Currie (2002) perform a similar analysis looking at long-term effects of participation in Head Start and other preschool programs.
  They find that among whites, 18- to 30-year-olds who participated in Head Start as children in the late 1960’s or 1970’s were 20 percentage points more likely to graduate from high school than their siblings who did not participate in Head Start.  The effect was even bigger among respondents whose mother had a high school education or less.  The effects among blacks, however, and effects of other preschool programs for both groups were small and not statistically significant.  Whites who participated in Head Start as children also were 28 percentage points more likely to enroll in post-secondary education compared to their siblings who were not in Head Start.  The advantage for whites in other preschool programs was 10 percentage points and was only marginally significant.  Once again, the effects for blacks were small and not significant.  Among those with earnings between age 23 and 25, Head Start raised earnings only among whites with less-educated mothers.  Black Head Start participants were 12 percentage points less likely than their siblings to ever be booked or charged for a crime.  Other preschool programs had no effect, and white Head Start participants may have been more likely to be charged with a crime than their siblings (though the results are not statistically significant).  This latter finding may be explained by “spillover effects” – persons with an older sibling who participated in Head Start were themselves less likely to be charged with a crime, even if they themselves did not participate in Head Start or other preschool programs.  The authors report that they found no statistically significant effects of Head Start or preschool on labor force participation among young adults, out-of-wedlock childbearing, or teen-age pregnancy.

Conclusions


Children enter kindergarten with widely varying degrees of school readiness.  These derive in part from inequalities in home learning environments, as described above.  In addition, educational preschool programs disproportionately serve the most advantaged children (or in the case of white children, those who are in center-based care are more likely to be enrolled in nursery school rather than daycare compared with blacks).  This raises the possibility that many children are handed a “double disadvantage” prior to starting kindergarten.  

For several decades, children have increasingly received center-based child care, and there appears to be a shift into educational programs from more custodial daycare centers, even among the most disadvantaged.  Today, majorities of 3- to 5-year-olds receive nonparental care on a regular basis.  Nearly half of 3-year-olds are in center-based care, and over half of preschool 4- and 5-year-olds are in nursery schools.  Still, preprimary education in the United States – and particularly in certain parts of the country – lags behind other industrialized countries.  And since half of all nursery school attendees are in private programs, the financing of preschool in the U.S. involves relatively little cost sharing between those who can and cannot afford quality care.


The evidence indicates that compensatory preschool programs can provide lasting educational and health benefits to children and even other social benefits to society.  Yet, it is also apparent that many initial gains from compensatory preschool cannot withstand the disadvantages that necessitated compensatory services in the first place.  This fact should cause policymakers to cast a critical eye in weighing whether policies related to preschool education are necessarily the most efficient way to remedy the inequalities that children face.


This question notwithstanding, there are reasons to think that an emphasis on preschool education might be warranted.  First, much learning in school is cumulative – learning to multiply large numbers is impossible if one does not know how to add them.  Algebra is inscrutable without these skills.  One must build one’s vocabulary in order to comprehend important literary works.  This suggests that as difficult as it may be to remedy early scholastic inequalities, it is likely to be far more difficult the later we attempt to intervene.  Furthermore, if preschool learning environments tend to be better than the home learning environments of disadvantaged children, then even a universal preschool program will tend to disproportionately benefit such children – a good example of “targeting within universalism”.


Politically, voters may be more willing to support redistributive efforts aimed at younger children, who cannot plausibly be blamed for their problems.  There are fewer entrenched interests in preschool education than in elementary and secondary education, and there may be an opportunity for the federal government to establish itself in this sphere that is not available in other areas of education, where funding is entrenched at the local and state levels.  Furthermore, the No Child Left Behind Act is likely to expose the achievement gaps among young children, which will give many parties an interest in ameliorating these gaps prior to schooling.  Finally, preschool education would seem to be more compelling than pushing for custodial child care policies, and with the social safety net increasingly oriented around work, the need for affordable nonparental care is sure to remain compelling.


Among the preschool policy options one might pursue:

· More funding for public programs.  The additional funds could be earmarked for more and better resources to serve the current population receiving public preschool education, for longer programs (i.e., full-day) or programs that last several years, or for additional slots within the existing structure.

· Federal money or financial incentives for states, universities, and/or school districts to establish/expand preschool programs.  Advantaged school districts could be incented to serve children from outside the district during summers.

· Tax incentives for putting children in educational preschool programs, or vouchers for such programs.  These could incorporate means-testing or be universal.  The federal government might establish criteria that programs must meet in order to receive voucher money, allowing a way to assure quality.

· Consolidation of existing federal programs to improve efficiency.

· A large scale effort to make “pre-K” a universal aspect of the public education system, so that all children will attend 14 years of school before getting a high school diploma.

· A federalized universal system of preschools, administered out of Washington.  Unlikely in the current political environment.

Alternatively, one might choose to expand the availability of full-day kindergarten classes, or selectively expand them for children who start out behind.  The same could be done for the length of the school year.  Many studies indicate that disadvantaged children tend to fall behind other children mainly during summer vacations, when they are re-immersed into the disadvantageous learning environments that cause their initial gaps.  Perhaps the most prudent and innovative approach a policymaker might take, given the uncertainty about the ability of preschool to overcome poor learning environments by themselves, would be to expand Head Start so that it continues after the kindergarten year.  Providing a “Summer Boost” to the nearly one million children in Head Start, in concert with carefully-conceived randomized experimentation, might help extend the short-term gains that Head Start produces and allow us to learn more about how to prolong such gains.  Of course, a significantly beefed-up Head Start / Summer Boost program that more closely resembled the Perry Preschool Project would be even better.  

Early inequalities render the ideal of equal opportunity impossible.  Children start school already “left behind”.  It is a moral imperative that we determine how to reduce or eliminate these disparities, else children become early casualties of the adult inequalities that we tilt vainly against.
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				Table 1.  Percent of Children Not Yet Enrolled in Kindergarten in Different Care Arrangements, 1991 and 1999/2000

						1991						1999				2000

						Receiving non-		In center-based		In nursery		Receiving non-		In center-based		In nursery

						parental care		arrangements		school		parental care		arrangements		school

				Age

				3 Years Old		62		42		28		69		46		39				0.68		0.45		0.67		0.85

				4 Years Old		73		60		48		82		70		62				0.82		0.66		0.80		0.89

				5 Years Old		75		64		52		86		77		53				0.85		0.69		0.81		0.69

				Child’s race/ethnicity

				White, non-Hispanic		69		54		41		77		60		55				0.78		0.59		0.76		0.92

				Black, non-Hispanic		75		58		38		86		73		58				0.77		0.51		0.66		0.79

				Hispanic		59		39		30		67		44		36				0.66		0.51		0.77		0.82

				Parent’s education

				Less than high school		48		30		24										0.63		0.50		0.80

				High school diploma or equivalent		63		57		32										0.90		0.51		0.56

				Some college, including vocational/technical		72		56		39										0.78		0.54		0.70

				Bachelor’s degree		79		65		49										0.82		0.62		0.75

				Graduate or professional school		84		73		59										0.87		0.70		0.81

				Household Income

				$10,000 or less		58		45		34		72		56		44				0.78		0.59		0.76		0.79

				$10,001 - $20,000		64		44		32		72		51		47				0.69		0.50		0.73		0.92

				$20,001 - $30,000		61		45		31		70		51		40				0.74		0.51		0.69		0.79

				$30,001 - $40,000		70		53		40		75		55		48				0.76		0.57		0.75		0.87

				$40,001 - $50,000		77		60		42		77		60		42				0.78		0.55		0.70		0.71

				$50,001 - $75,000		85		68		54		82		67		58				0.80		0.64		0.79		0.87

				More than $75,000		91		80		66		87		75		71				0.88		0.73		0.83		0.95

				Mother's Employment Status

				Working 35 hours per week or more		87		60		35						54				0.69		0.40		0.58

				Working less than 35 hours per week		77		58		46						59				0.75		0.60		0.79

				Looking for work		49		43		34						56				0.88		0.69		0.79

				Not in labor force		50		45		41						47				0.90		0.82		0.91
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		1970		31.3		22.8		12.3

		1975		37.9		29		21.9

		1980		37.5		32.8		29.4

		1985		33.8		36.4		37.6

		1990		37.1		34.3		42
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		2000		49.4		46.2		59.1
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		Table 3. Preprimary School Enrollm		nt of People		3 to 6 Years		Old, by Moth		r's Labor Fo		ce

		Status and Education, Fam		ly Income, R		ce, and Hisp		nic Origin:		Oct-00

		(Numbers in thousands)  Source: U.		. Census Bur		au      Inte		net Release		ate:  June 1		2001

		----------------------------------		------------		------------		------------		------------		------------

		|All Races						Nursery				Elementary

		|		Population		Not enrolled		school		Kindergarten		school

		|---------------------------------		------------		------------		------------		------------		------------

		3-5 years old

		|  LABOR FORCE STATUS OF MOTHER		11,858		4,012		4,327		3,266		254				52

		|  Mother employed full-time		4,769		1,511		1,800		1,350		108				54

		|  Mother employed part-time		1,902		555		789		522		37				59

		|  Mother unemployed		304		94		119		87		5				56

		|  Mother not in the labor force		3,954		1,516		1,344		1,034		60				47

		|  EDUCATION OF MOTHER		11,858		4,012		4,327		3,266		254				52

		|  Elementary: 0 to 8 years		553		286		135		123		7				32

		|  High School: 9 to 11 years		1,148		516		297		307		27				36

				1,701		802		432		430		34				35

		|  High school graduate		3,106		1,152		1,040		854		60				47

		|  Less than a Bachelor's degree		3,316		1,088		1,246		915		67				53

		|  Bachelor's degree or more		2,807		633		1,333		792		49				68

		|  FAMILY INCOME		11,858		4,012		4,327		3,266		254				52

		|  less than $10,000		1,009		400		316		273		20				44

		|  $10,000 to $14,999		721		291		219		201		8				43

		|  $15,000 to $19,999		613		229		238		125		21				51

		|  $20,000 to $24,999		737		305		232		187		13				43

		|  $25,000 to $29,999		781		339		206		224		12				38

		|  $30,000 to $34,999		767		289		237		225		17				45

		|  $35,000 to $39,999		683		224		233		208		18				51

		|  $40,000 to $49,999		922		386		283		245		9				42

		|  $50,000 to $74,999		2,053		599		839		565		52				58

		|  $75,000 and over		2,209		445		1,091		645		27				71

		|  Not reported		1,364		505		433		370		56				46

		|  less than $10,000		1009		400		316		273		20				44

				1,334		520		457		326		29				47

				1,518		644		438		411		25				40

				1,450		513		470		433		35				48

				922		386		283		245		9				42

				2,053		599		839		565		52				58

				2,209		445		1,091		645		27				71





delete

		

		3 to 5 years old

														Nursery School				Kindergarten

				Tot. Pop.		Tot. Enr.		SE		% Enr.		SE		Public		Private		Public		Private										Full Day		SE		Part Day		% Full Day

		1965		12,549		3,407		(87)		27.1		(0.7)		127		393		2,291		596		1.0		3.1		18.3		4.7		-		-		-		-

		1970		10,949		4,104		(71)		37.5		(0.7)		332		762		2,498		511		3.0		7.0		22.8		4.7		698		(36)		3,405		17

		1975		10,185		4,955		(71)		48.7		(0.7)		570		1,174		2,682		528		5.6		11.5		26.3		5.2		1,295		(47)		3,659		26.1

		1980		9,284		4,878		(69)		52.5		(0.7)		628		1,353		2,438		459		6.8		14.6		26.3		4.9		1,551		(51)		3,327		31.8

		1985		10,733		5,865		(78)		54.6		(0.7)		846		1,631		2,847		541		7.9		15.2		26.5		5.0		2,144		(62)		3,722		36.6

		1990		11,207		6,659		(82)		59.4		(0.7)		1,199		2,180		2,772		509		10.7		19.5		24.7		4.5		2,577		(71)		4,082		38.7

		1995		12,518		7,739		(87)		61.8		(0.7)		1,950		2,381		2,800		608		15.6		19.0		22.4		4.9		3,689		(81)		4,051		47.7

		2000		11,858		7,592		(86)		64		(0.7)		2,146		2,180		2,701		565		18.1		18.4		22.8		4.8		4,008		(85)		3,584		52.8

		3 years old

		1965		4,149		203		(24)		4.9		(0.6)		41		153		5		4		1.0		3.7		0.1		0.1		-		-		-		-

		1970		3,516		454		(28)		12.9		(0.8)		110		322		12		10		3.1		9.2		0.3		0.3		142		(16)		312		31.3

		1975		3,177		683		(33)		21.5		(1.0)		179		474		11		18		5.6		14.9		0.3		0.6		259		(22)		423		37.9

		1980		3,143		857		(36)		27.3		(1.1)		221		604		16		17		7.0		19.2		0.5		0.5		321		(24)		536		37.5

		1985		3,594		1,035		(41)		28.8		(1.1)		278		679		52		26		7.7		18.9		1.4		0.7		350		(27)		685		33.8

		1990		3,692		1,205		(45)		32.6		(1.2)		347		840		11		7		9.4		22.8		0.3		0.2		447		(31)		758		37.1

		1995		4,148		1,489		(49)		35.9		(1.2)		511		947		15		17		12.3		22.8		0.4		0.4		754		(40)		736		50.6

		2000		3,929		1,541		(51)		39.2		(1.3)		644		854		27		16		16.4		21.7		0.7		0.4		761		(41)		779		49.4

		4 years old

		1965		4,238		683		(42)		16.1		(1.0)		68		213		284		118		1.6		5.0		6.7		2.8		-		-		-		-

		1970		3,620		1,007		(38)		27.8		(1.1)		176		395		318		117		4.9		10.9		8.8		3.2		230		(21)		776		22.8

		1975		3,499		1,418		(41)		40.5		(1.2)		332		644		313		129		9.5		18.4		8.9		3.7		411		(27)		1,008		29

		1980		3,072		1,423		(40)		46.3		(1.3)		363		701		239		120		11.8		22.8		7.8		3.9		467		(28)		956		32.8

		1985		3,598		1,766		(45)		49.1		(1.3)		496		859		276		135		13.8		23.9		7.7		3.8		643		(35)		1,123		36.4

		1990		3,723		2,087		(48)		56.1		(1.3)		695		1,144		157		91		18.7		30.7		4.2		2.4		716		(38)		1,371		34.3

		1995		4,145		2,553		(50)		61.6		(1.2)		1,054		1,208		207		84		25.4		29.1		5.0		2.0		1,104		(45)		1,449		43.3

		2000		3,940		2,556		(49)		64.9		(1.3)		1,144		1,121		227		65		29.0		28.5		5.8		1.6		1,182		(48)		1,374		46.2

		5 years old

		1965		4,162		2,521		(55)		60.6		(1.3)		18		27		2,002		474		0.4		0.6		48.1		11.4		-		-		-		-

		1970		3,814		2,643		(40)		69.3		(1.1)		45		45		2,168		384		1.2		1.2		56.8		10.1		326		(24)		2,317		12.3

		1975		3,509		2,854		(33)		81.3		(0.9)		59		57		2,358		381		1.7		1.6		67.2		10.9		625		(32)		2,228		21.9

		1980		3,069		2,598		(29)		84.7		(0.9)		44		48		2,183		322		1.4		1.6		71.1		10.5		763		(34)		1,835		29.4

		1985		3,542		3,065		(31)		86.5		(0.9)		73		94		2,519		379		2.1		2.7		71.1		10.7		1,151		(42)		1,914		37.6

		1990		3,792		3,367		(31)		88.8		(0.8)		157		196		2,604		411		4.1		5.2		68.7		10.8		1,414		(47)		1,953		42

		1995		4,224		3,697		(34)		87.5		(0.8)		385		226		2,578		507		9.1		5.4		61.0		12.0		1,830		(51)		1,867		49.5

		2000		3,989		3,495		(34)		87.6		(0.9)		359		206		2,447		484		9.0		5.2		61.3		12.1		2,065		(52)		1,431		59.1

				0.32		0.39

				0.49		0.62

				0.09		0.53





KinderChar

		

		Distribution of First-Time Kindergartners by Child and Parental Characteristics, Fall 1998

				Percent

		Mother’s education

		Less than high school		14

		High school diploma or equivalent		30

		Some college, including vocational/technical		31

		Bachelor’s degree or higher		22

		Family type

		Single mother		21

		Single father		2

		Two parent		75

		Welfare receipt

		Utilized AFDC		12

		Never utilized AFDC		88

		Primary language spoken in home

		Non-English		9

		English		91

		Child’s race/ethnicity

		White, non-Hispanic		58

		Black, non-Hispanic		15

		Asian/Hawaiian Native/Pacific Islander		4

		Hispanic		19

		Native American/Alaska Native		2

		More than one race, non-Hispanic		2





Sheet1 (3)

		1965		561,000		$96,400,000

		1966		733,000		198,900,000

		1967		681,400		349,200,000

		1968		693,900		316,200,000

		1969		663,600		333,900,000

		1970		477,400		325,700,000

		1971		397,500		360,000,000

		1972		379,000		376,300,000

		1973		379,000		400,700,000

		1974		352,800		403,900,000

		1975		349,000		403,900,000

		1976		349,000		441,000,000

		1977		333,000		475,000,000

		1978		391,400		625,000,000

		1979		387,500		680,000,000

		1980		376,300		735,000,000

		1981		387,300		818,700,000

		1982		395,800		911,700,000

		1983		414,950		912,000,000

		1984		442,140		995,750,000

		1985		452,080		1,075,059,000

		1986		451,732		1,040,315,000

		1987		446,523		1,130,542,000

		1988		448,464		1,206,324,000

		1989		450,970		1,235,000,000

		1990		540,930		1,552,000,000

		1991		583,471		1,951,800,000

		1992		621,078		2,201,800,000

		1993		713,903		2,776,286,000

		1994		740,493		3,325,728,000

		1995		750,696		3,534,128,000

		1996		752,077		3,569,329,000

		1997		793,809		3,980,546,000

		1998		822,316		4,347,433,000

		1999		826,016		4,658,151,448

		2000		857,664		5,267,000,000

		2001		905,235		6,200,000,000

		2002		912,345		6,536,570,000






