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Executive Summary

This document is intended to summarize the findings in Elango et al. (2015). It
reviews the strongest recent evidence on Early Education Programs (EEPs) and de-
scribes the difficulties in analyzing these programs. In the Overview, we distill the
major findings on early education from the Economics literature. We then present
some of the major sources of evidence, distinguishing between evidence provided by
studies of Head Start, demonstration programs (e.g. the Carolina Abecedarian Project
and the Perry Preschool Project), and Universal Programs. Finally, we discuss the
difficulties in evaluating a one of the major EEPs in the U.S., Head Start.

Overview

The evidence on Early Education Programs (EEPs) indicates four major findings:

1. Provision of EEPs is economically efficient. Cost-benefit analyses accounting for life-
time benefits to program subjects (e.g. educational attainment, income, and health)
and society (e.g. crime, welfare, and increased tax revenue) show that EEPs yield
positive returns.

2. EEPs benefit cognitive and non-cognitive skills and can even positively impact parent-
child interaction. Importantly, they are especially effective in boosting early- and
later-life outcomes for disadvantaged children.

∗This memo is based on the findings presented in Elango et al. (2015).
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3. Evaluations of large scale programs are plagued by obstacles in study implementation.
Due to ethical concerns, the Head Start Impact Study (HSIS), a major randomized
control trial evaluating Head Start, could not prevent control subjects from seeking out
childcare. Thus, attempts to compare treated and control subject effectively compare
treated children who received Head Start through HSIS to control children who inde-
pendently participated in other EEPS. Evaluations that account for this suggest that
Head Start is not a failure and show some positive results of Head Start participation,
especially for children who would otherwise stay at home.

4. Program impacts are tied inextricably to program quality. High quality programs
seem to have positive effects, and low quality programs may be ineffective or even have
negative effects.

Evidence

Overall, there is a strong case for the provision of early childhood education supported by
the findings presented in the Overview. Some key studies provide compelling evidence:

Studies of Head Start and Early Childhood Options

Kline and Walters (2014) show that Head Start has positive effect on early childhood cogni-
tion.

Deming (2009) finds positive effects of Head Start on high school completion and college
attendance.

Evidence from Kline and Walters (2014) and Deming (2009) is particularly significant,
as these effects take into account the alternative care and EEPs received by control subjects.

Bernal and Keane (2010) and Bernal and Keane (2011) study the use of informal and formal
childcare in the U.S. for children aged 0-5 years with single mothers. They do not evaluate
any program in particular, but analyze the breadth of available options using a nationally
representative longitudinal survey (NLSY79). They find that using childcare—which is typ-
ically of lower quality than EEPs, and informal childcare in particular, has negative effects
on children’s cognitive skills.

Studies of Demonstration Programs

Campbell et al. (2014) evaluate the Carolina Abecedarian Project and finds substantial long-
term benefits, particularly in health. This includes improved outcomes in obesity and blood
pressure.

Heckman et al. (2010a) evaluate the Perry Preschool Project and find positive effects in high
school graduation and employment and earnings in adulthood.
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Heckman et al. (2010b) perform a cost-benefit analysis on the Perry Preschool Project and
take into account earning, education, use of welfare, and crime outcomes. They find a cost-
benefit ratio of 1:8.6.

It is important to note that Barnett and Masse (2007), the available cost-benefit anal-
ysis of the Carolina Abecedarian Project, takes into account outcomes up to age 21, find a
cost-benefit ratio of 1:2.5. However, cost-benefit analysis using outcomes up to age 30 and
including benefits to health may yield an even higher ratio.

Studies of Universal Programs

Havnes and Mogstad (2011) and Havnes and Mogstad (2014) study the effect of a universal
childcare subsidy in Norway and find improved take up of relatively high quality programs
improve long-term outcomes such as educational attainment, earnings, and reliance on wel-
fare programs.

Limitations of Evidence from Head Start

Evidence from Head Start has three major limitations:

1. Head Start functions by providing funds to grantee organizations that serve different
local populations and have individual program components that are tailored to the
needs of the populations served. Thus, a large scale study like HSIS does not collect
data on one homogeneous program that serves one homogeneous population; rather,
it collects data on populations that live in different parts of the nation and different
demographic characteristics and needs. Accordingly, programs have different curricular
approaches. Moreover, Head Start is not solely an educational program—it operates
under a “whole child” approach that supports social, health, and family needs.

2. Evidence from randomized controlled trials of other EEPs shows that many benefits
accrue in the long run. Thus, because HSIS in a relatively recent study without long-
term follow-up into adulthood, it does not provide a comprehensive view of the benefits
of Head Start.

3. Most importantly, because many control subjects of HSIS participated in high quality
EEPs, it is very difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of Head Start.
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