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Universally available, publically funded 
early childhood education would be a 
benefit not only to children and their 
families, but to society.

The United States provides free public education for children from 
kindergarten through high school.1 So why do we require that par-
ents of younger children either pay for early education programs or 
apply for government programs targeted at the poor?

The gains from early childhood education programs are well 
established: the best studies suggest that they have substantial eco-
nomic returns to both the children and society.2 The benefits that 
can be traced to high-quality early education show up in the high-
er salaries that children earn as grown-ups, the greater contribu-
tion to society that their salaries reflect, and the higher tax receipts 
garnered. Elevated high school graduation rates and college-going 
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rates are also correlated with early education, as well better health 
outcomes, fewer incidences of repeating a grade or needing special 
education, reduced reliance on social support programs, and less en-
gagement with the criminal justice system.

The foundations of such benefits are summed up in a 2000 
volume published by the National Research Council and Institute 
of Medicine: “From birth to age 5, children rapidly develop founda-
tional capabilities on which subsequent development builds. In ad-
dition to their remarkable linguistic and cognitive gains, they exhib-
it dramatic progress in their emotional, social, regulatory, and moral 
capacities. All of these critical dimensions of early development are 
intertwined, and each requires focused attention.”3

Despite the research, neither the federal government nor the 
states have allotted sufficient funding to allow a significant expan-
sion of such programs. Whenever it is promoted, it is almost al-
ways targeted at children from low-income families. The logic of 
targeted programs is, first, that resources are scarce, and second, 
that the payoff of early childhood education is largest for children 
from low-income families. It seems to follow that available funds 
should go where they would get the highest return—not to men-
tion that the approach seems likely to make the greatest contribu-
tion to equal opportunity.4

The targeting argument is built, however, upon the assumption 
that government funds for social programs are inherently limited. 
Costs and benefits are not weighed.

Children and Families 
Ideally, budget decisions would be based on a clear understanding 
of the costs and benefits of each program vying for the funds. The 
total amount of funding—federal and state—for child care would 
thus remain an open question, and decisions about targeted versus 
universal programs would be based on an assessment of the gains 
from and problems of each option.

The Gains to the Children
Although there is substantial evidence that children from low-
income families gain the most, there is also substantial evidence 
that the gains for children from low-income families are greater 
in programs that are diverse in terms of the income levels of the 
children’s families than in programs targeted just at children from 
low-income families.

A 2007 study compared two groups of children from low-in-
come families, one entering economically diverse preschools and the 
other entering preschools for low-income families. The study found 

significantly greater improvement in the language scores of the for-
mer group. In fact, for the children in the diverse preschools, test 
scores over the year were not significantly different from those of 
the more affluent children in the programs. A 2007 Georgia study 
found that the ability level of the peers in a child’s classroom has 
direct and positive effects on the child’s cognitive skills, prereading 
skills, and expressive language skills. And a 2009 study, involving 
almost 2,000 children in 11 states, found similar positive effects of 
peers on language skills. (Further study is needed to ascertain what 
happens to the skills of higher-income children in the economically 
integrated programs.)5

The Burdens on Families
Targeting publicly funded early childhood education at low-income 
families is based on assumptions about a neat divide between fami-
lies who can and families who cannot afford to pay. Yet the costs are 
a severe, perhaps prohibitive, burden on many families who are not 
classified as low-income.

In New England, at the median income of single-mother fami-
lies, the cost for a four-year-old in a center ranges from 33.2 percent 
of income (New Hampshire) to 44.8 percent (Massachusetts)—
more than the typical cost of housing. Many single-mother families 
would be eligible for some form of support through existing target-
ed programs, but those at the median-income level would not. Even 
for two-member families (a mother and one child) with incomes 
twice the poverty level, the cost of center care in New England rang-
es from 26.9 percent of income (Maine) to 39.7 percent (Massachu-
setts). Similarly, for three-person families (two parents and a child) 
with incomes at twice the poverty level, costs range from 21.3 per-
cent of income (Maine) to 31.5 percent (Massachusetts).

Even for families with the state median household income, the 
cost as a share of income ranges from 14.8 percent to 17.7 percent. 
For families with an infant or more than one child of pre-K age, the 
percentage cost is higher.6

Gains for children from low-
income families are greater in 
programs that are diverse in 
terms of the income levels of the 
children’s families.
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The Perverse Impact of Targeted Programs
Targeted, or means-tested, social programs have perverse impacts 
that do not encumber public K–12 programs. Targeted programs 
create a disincentive for families to earn more. For families re-
ceiving support from targeted social welfare programs (child care, 
housing, and the like), efforts to earn more are likely to be self-de-
feating since income gains would be offset by loss of eligibility for 
support programs. A 2008 Boston study illustrates the problem. A 
single mother with two children, ages 8 and 3, who could obtain 
training and move from an $11-an-hour job to a $16-an-hour job 
would gain $833 per month in wages but would suffer a $863 loss 
in monthly supports.7

A second perverse impact is that moderate-income families also 
find child-care expenses burdensome. No matter where the cutoff 
point is, those above the cutoff point—especially those close to the 
cutoff point—would feel that they were being treated unfairly. The 
problem becomes especially acute when the division is, or is per-
ceived as being, along racial lines. 

In addition, experience with K–12 schooling has demonstrated 
that separation of programs by income levels generally yields poor 
schooling for children from low-income families. If schooling—
at any level—is to contribute to economic and social equality, the 
schooling itself needs to be equal in quality. Universal programs do 
not guarantee economic integration, as we know from K–12 experi-
ence, but they can make a difference.

§

Half of the three- and four-year-olds nationwide (and many young-
er children) are already enrolled in day-care programs, and more 
would be but for parents’ financial constraints. Greater public fund-
ing for early childhood education targeted at children from low-in-
come families would be a step forward, but not a big step forward.

After all, we fund K–12 schools through our taxes. We don’t 
fund the K–12 schools simply for kids from low-income families. 
We don’t have a sliding scale. We treat everyone the same. A “com-
mon school,” with all its warts, has been one of the great social and 
economic accomplishments of our society. We should recognize that 
and provide the same for education in the formative years of cogni-
tive and social development.
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