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Early Care and Education:  
Return on Investment Summary 

 
 

“Providing the right ingredients 
for healthy development from the 
start produces better outcomes...” 

 
Center on the Developing Child at Harvard 

University, 2016, p. 12 
 
 
 

 
 

Facts, Figures, Quotations  Source 
“Research is increasingly demonstrating that 
investments in early childhood education programs 
can have “spillover” effects that benefit children, 
families and society as a whole. Early investments can 
strengthen parents’ job stability and wages, and 
increase children’s later adult earnings. Children who 
attend high-quality preschool programs are less likely 
to need special education, to be arrested, or to require 
social services.” 

Aleksov (2018) 

“Evidence suggests that all children will benefit from 
access to high-quality preschool. Studies from Tulsa, 
Boston, and Georgia, which have universal preschool 
policies, show that middle-class children experience 
substantial gains from participation in high-quality 
preschool programs...Even with their added costs, 
universal preschool programs have shown to be an 
investment that would strengthen the nation’s 
economy and lessen various economic, social, and 
health problems.” 

American Public Health 
Association [APHA] (2018) 

“Testing data shows that IQ tests divided by 
socioeconomic status show a statistically significant 
gap that sets and stays in place by around age 5 
onward, demonstrating that from birth to early 
childhood is a critical cognitive period and that this is 
the most sensitive time in which to close the 
intellectual development gap.” 

Bivens, Garcia, Gould, 
Weiss, & Wilson (2016) 
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“Half a century of program evaluation research has 
demonstrated repeatedly that effective early childhood 
services can improve life outcomes for children facing 
adversity produce important benefits for society, and 
generate positive returns on investments.”  

Center on the Developing 
Child at Harvard University 
(2016) 

 

“Trying to change behavior or build new skills on a 
foundation of brain circuits that were not wired 
properly from the beginning requires more effort – for 
both individuals and society. For society, this means 
that providing remedial education, clinical treatment, 
and other interventions later in life is more expensive 
than providing nurturing, protective relationships and 
appropriate learning experiences earlier.” 

Center on the Developing 
Child at Harvard University 
(2016) 

 

“For every $1 put into education, $6 is put back into the 
economy later down the line.  A number of factors 
contribute to this, including building foundational, 
play-based learning that focuses on the child and 
creates an important base for later development as 
well as providing a two-person household income 
opportunity to the family.” 

Evans (2017) 

Researchers from five universities, led by the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education, analyzed 22 high-quality 
studies, which were conducted between 1960 and 2016. 
This meta-analysis found that children who attended 
high-quality ECE programs were less likely to be placed 
in special education, less likely to be retained in a 
grade, and more likely to graduate from high school 
than peers who didn’t attend such programs.” 

Feldman (2018) 

“Research by Nobel Prize-winning economist James 
Heckman showed that every $1 invested in quality early 
childhood programs can yield returns between $4 and 
$16. 

First Things First (2018) 

“Investments in high-quality early childhood education 
can generate up to $7.30 per dollar invested” 

Garcia, Heckman, Leaf, & 
Prados (2016), as cited in 
First Five Years Fund 
[FFYF] (2016) 

"The gains [from these programs] are significant 
because quality programs pay for themselves many 
times over. The cost of inaction is a tragic loss of human 
and economic potential that we cannot afford." 

Heckman (2016) 
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" The focal communities demonstrate that federal and 
local funding support some investment in early 
childhood programs. But without new funding from 
the state, it is unlikely that significant investments in 
early childhood programs can advance. Private-sector 
funds from philanthropy and the business sector could 
further add to the early childhood initiatives, leveraging 
the public-sector funds for greater impact." 

Karoly (2019) 

"If the ultimate aim of public policy is to promote the 
well-being of individuals, families, communities, and 
nations, then investment in early childhood is clearly an 
effective strategy." 

Lynch & Vaghul (2015) 

Though high-quality preschool is generally thought to 
accelerate cognitive and language development in the 
near term, the researchers conclude that its effects can 
be detected as late as high school." 
 
“…results suggest that classroom-based ECE programs 
for children under five can lead to significant and 
substantial decreases in special education placement 
and grade retention and increases in high school 
graduation rates." 

Mahnken (2017) 

“Additionally, the work of noble prize-winning 
economist James Heckman has shown that 
comprehensive, high quality early childhood education 
results in lifelong increases in income, labor 
participation and improved health that create 
economic returns on investment to the tune of 13 
percent annually.” 

Pedroza (2017) 

"Because high quality early childhood programs 
promote healthy development, they can generate 
savings by obviating the need for more expensive 
interventions later in a child’s life.” 

The Center for High Impact 
Philanthropy (2012) 

"The educational impact of early childhood education 
shows up clearly by age 15…students who attended 
pre-school for one year or more scored more than 30 
points higher in reading than those who did not.  

Put another way, it’s as if the student who went to 
pre-school had benefited from an extra year’s schooling 
by age 15, compared to their classmates.” 

The Organization for 
Economic Cooperation 
and Development (2011) 
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"We detected substantial and statistically significant 
effects of the prekindergarten program on educational 
outcomes both in domains that were targeted directly 
by the prekindergarten curriculum-- literacy, language, 
mathematics, and emotional development—and in a 
related but nontargeted domain (EF)…” 

Weiland & Yoshikawa 
(2013) 

"Recent research from the universal preschool program 
in Washington, D.C., found a 10 percentage-point 
increase in maternal labor force participation 
attributable to the district’s preschool program, 
providing further evidence of the broader economic 
impact of full-day preschool. Beyond this benefit, 
estimates of high-quality preschool’s return on 
investment find that for every $1 invested, states can 
see returns of between $4 and $13 derived from savings 
such as a reduced need for special education services 
and increased future tax revenue." 

Workman & Novoa (2018) 

" A recent analysis from Indiana found that a lack of 
access to child care costs the state nearly $1.1 billion in 
economic activity every year. Other studies have 
estimated that if families in every state were able to 
access affordable child care, the returns from increased 
maternal labor force participation would amount to 
approximately $70 billion annually, boosting U.S. gross 
domestic product by around 1.2 percent." 

Workman & Novoa (2018) 
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“It’s time to shift from a 20th century agenda focused on proof of 
concept and returns on investment to a 21st century quest for larger 

impacts at scale.”  
 

~ Jack Shonkoff, M.D. Director, Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. 
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