
Making Smart Investments in  
Early Childhood Education

Chloe Gibbs 
September 18, 2025



Outline

• Why focus on early childhood? 

• Evidence on program effectiveness 

• Head Start as an example 

• Evidence ➞ policy and practice 

• What we know and need to know



Why focus on early childhood?

• Large and persistent gaps in children’s cognitive and social/
emotional/behavioral skills by socioeconomic status at 
school entry 

• Early skill development facilitates skill acquisition 
throughout the life cycle 

• Building foundational skills for continued learning and 
creating early successful school experiences 

• Capitalizing on the young brain’s malleability which is 
declining in age (Knudsen et al. 2006, Shonkoff & Phillips 2000)



Source: Council of Economic Advisers (2014)



Source: Waldfogel & Washbrook (2011)



Early Skill Gaps

• Two key points: 

• Gaps are present in early childhood — at school 
entry — suggesting the importance of early 
environments 

• Schooling is not closing gaps 

 ➞ Early childhood as a critical period for intervention



“The Heckman Curve”

Source: Heckman (2006, 2008)



Early Childhood Care and Education (ECE)

• Will talk broadly about the ECE landscape 

• Preschool and pre-K, child care centers, family child care 
homes 

• In the U.S., 55% of children under age 6, not yet enrolled in 
school, participate regularly in some form of non-parental 
care 

• ECE serves the dual purpose of (1) investing in children’s 
development, and (2) facilitating parents’ participation in the 
labor force
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The Head Start Program
Source: National Archives 
Washington, DC,1966



History of Head Start

• Began in 1965 as part of the War on Poverty, initially funding 8-week summer 
preschool programs and serving over 500,000 children 

• Comprehensive child development program intended to prepare 
disadvantaged children for school entry, serving as health care center and 
community development center 

• At inception, Head Start grant application emphasized “medical, cultural, 
and self-esteem or self-discovery activities” 

• Head Start today serves over 800,000 children, targeting families earning income 
at or below the federal poverty level  

• Continues to focus on a range of program activities: health and nutrition, 
parent involvement and community partnerships, social and emotional 
development, and cognitive and academic skill development



Head Start Over Time 
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services



Head Start Introduction

Source: National Archives Records Administration



Head Start Evidence

Source: Bailey, Sun & Timpe (2021)



• Evidence of long-term effects for early cohorts 
exposed to Head Start 

• Importance of early—even in utero—environments, 
family resources during childhood, and mothers’ 
education for children’s outcomes (Almond & Currie 2011, Currie 

& Moretti 2003, Hoynes, Schanzenbach & Almond 2016) 

• Intergenerational transmission of resources and 
outcomes (Black, Devereux & Salvages 2005, Currie & Moretti 2003, Maurin & 

McNally 2008, Page 2009, Rossin-Slater & Wüst 2016)

Intergenerational Effects

https://sites.google.com/site/miriamwuestecon/home


Research Question

Do Head Start effects  
transfer across generations,  

i.e., do the children of those exposed to Head Start 
experience improved longer-term outcomes?

Source: Barr & Gibbs (2022)  
“Breaking the Cycle? Intergenerational Effects of an Anti-Poverty Program in Early Childhood”  

Journal of Political Economy 130 (12): 3253–3285	



“This is a most remarkable accomplishment and it has been done in a very 
short time. It would not be possible except for the willing and the 

enthusiastic cooperation of Americans throughout the country.  

I believe this response reflects a realistic and a wholesome awakening in 
America. It shows that we are recognizing that poverty perpetuates 

itself.  

Five and six year old children are inheritors of poverty's curse and not its 
creators. Unless we act these children will pass it on to the next 

generation, like a family birthmark.” 

–LBJ, May 18, 1965
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• Evidence of persistent Head Start effects in the 2nd 
generation — ↑ educational attainment and                   
↓ engagement in risky behaviors 

• Effects correspond to $35,000 improvement in 
expected earnings 

• Effects are large enough to effectively close the 
2nd-generation gap in long-term outcomes 
between individuals with more and less advantaged 
grandmothers

Intergenerational Effects



• 1st generation:  

• No detectable effects on mothers’ fertility, family formation 

• Positive effects on mothers’ educational attainment 

• 2nd generation: 

• Improved parenting behaviors and early home environment 

• Increased preschool and Head Start attendance 

• Reductions in grade repetition and juvenile crime, and 
improvements in self-esteem

Mechanisms





• Experimental Head Start Impact Study (HSIS) found initial positive effects 
on cognitive skills that faded by 1st and 3rd grade follow-ups (Puma et al. 2005, 

2010, 2012) 

• Re-analyses of HSIS suggest a more nuanced picture of child outcomes: 

• Considerable variation in impact by center, more pronounced effects 
among children who would otherwise be in parental or relative care, 
largest effects for children with low skills at program entry, and 
persistent effects for Spanish speakers (Bitler, Hoynes & Domina 2014, Bloom & 

Weiland 2015, Kline & Walters 2016, Montialoux 2016, Morris et al. 2018, Walters 2015) 

• Broader effects of Head Start on families, including durable effects on 
parenting practices and increased employment and earnings of unmarried 
mothers (Gelber & Isen 2013, Sabol & Chase-Landsdale 2015, Schiman 2022, Wikle & Wilson 2023)

Head Start Effectiveness



• Evidence of medium- and long-term effects for cohorts of 
children who participated from the late 1960s through the 
1990s:  

• Increased student achievement (particularly for Hispanic 
students) and educational attainment, greater economic 
self-sufficiency, better health, less engagement in risky 
behaviors in 1st generation (Bailey, Sun & Timpe 2021, Barr & Gibbs 2022, 

Carneiro & Ginja 2014, Johnson & Jackson 2019, Kose 2023, Ludwig & Miller 2007, 
Thompson 2018) 

• Impact on later-life parenting practices and spillovers to 2nd 
generation (Barr & Gibbs 2022)

Head Start Effectiveness



Historical Perspective

Source: Duncan & Magnuson (2013)





Recent release of evidence on the impact of Sure Start on 
children’s short- and medium-run outcomes

Sure Start 
Carneiro, Cattan, Conti, Crawford, Farquharson & Ridpath (2025)



Sure Start Programming 
Carneiro et al. (2025)



Sure Start Effects on Test Scores 
Carneiro et al. (2025)



Sure Start Effects on Special Education Status 
Carneiro et al. (2025)



Sure Start Effects on Unexcused Absences 
Carneiro et al. (2025)



• Evidence — consistent with Head Start research — of 
meaningful improvements in human capital development 
and health 

• Interesting pattern of more engagement with health and 
educational/social services intervention early in life; then, 
less as children progress through schooling 

• Estimates of the program’s cost-effectiveness suggest a net 
cost of the program of 10% of its upfront outlay, with likely 
long-run benefits that would well exceed program costs

Sure Start 
Carneiro et al. (2025)
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• Long-term educational attainment and behavioral effects of a 
large-scale, modern-day public preschool program in Boston 

• Boston public preschool generates improvements in high 
school completion, SAT test-taking, and college-going, as 
well as reductions in school disciplinary infractions and 
juvenile incarceration, despite no detectable effects on state 
achievement test scores 

• Effects on college enrollment, SAT participation, and 
behavioral measures are larger for boys

Boston Public Preschool 
Gray-Lobe, Pathak & Walters (2023)



Boston Public Preschool 
Gray-Lobe et al. (2023)
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Boston Public Preschool 
Gray-Lobe et al. (2023)
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• Boston public preschool generates improvements in high 
school completion, SAT test-taking, and college-going, as 
well as reductions in school disciplinary infractions and 
juvenile incarceration, despite no detectable effects on state 
achievement test scores 

• Effects on college enrollment, SAT participation, and 
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Dynamic Complementarities? 
Rossin-Slater & Wüst (2020)

• Long-term and intergenerational impact of a Danish 
preschool program targeted at children from low-income 
families from 1933–1960 

• Access to preschool in early childhood improves adult 
educational attainment, earnings, and survival beyond age 
65, with children of preschool-exposed mothers attaining 
more education by age 25 

• Exposure to a home visiting program in infancy reduces the 
preschool impact, suggesting these programs act as partial 
substitutes
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Dynamic Complementarities? 
Johnson & Jackson (2019)

• Effects on adult outcomes of exposure to both Head Start 
and different levels of K-12 spending 

• For children from disadvantaged backgrounds, Head Start 
and increased K-12 spending led to higher educational 
attainment and earnings and reduced poverty and 
incarceration in adulthood 

• Benefits of Head Start were larger when followed by access 
to better-funded schools, and increases in K–12 spending 
produced better outcomes when preceded by Head Start
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Effectiveness of Early Childhood Investments

Evidence that ECE experiences—including child care, Head Start, 
and other preschool programs—can positively affect: 

• Children’s short-term outcomes, including school readiness and 
early social-emotional and cognitive skill development 

• Children’s long-term outcomes, such as educational attainment, 
executive function, employment, and earnings 

• Parental, particularly maternal, employment 

• Societal outcomes through greater productivity and economic 
growth



Informing Policy and Practice



Despite the body of evidence that investments in ECE 
can make a difference for children, their families, and 
communities, persistent questions remain: 

• Can families access a well-functioning market for 
ECE with options that meet their needs? 

• Is the supply of high-quality ECE sufficient from 
society’s perspective?

Evidence ➞ Policy ➞ Practice
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Difficulty Finding Care by Income



Lack of Care Availability



Policy Implications

Persistent gap between the cost of providing high-quality ECE and the 
prices families can afford 

Both the demand and supply sides of the market need attention 

Subsidies/incentives for both families seeking care and for providers 
supplying care play an important role in addressing these market challenges: 

• Supply-side subsidies tied to the costs of providing high-quality care 
allow providers to invest in costly quality improvements, and 

• Adjusting the price consumers pay based on their income makes it 
easier for families to accommodate high-quality care in their 
budgets



The Path Forward



What We Know

• Clear and consistent evidence that ECE programs can alter 
children’s trajectories in meaningful ways, with implications 
for their own wellbeing, their families, and society 

• Always chasing the long-term effects of currently operating 
programs 

• Important to measure the intermediary outcomes that 
correspond to better life chances 

• Counterfactual conditions have changed a lot over time, 
in ways that are often difficult to measure



What We Need to Know

• What works, for whom, in which settings, with what structural 
features and processes, on what outcomes (short- and long-run), as 
compared to what, and at scale? 

• What are the essential ingredients? What are the mechanisms? 

• What are the pathways through which long-term effects are 
realized? 

• How to best organize a fragmented system around ensuring 
quality? 

• How to optimally deploy demand-side and supply-side 
investments?



Growing Body of Evidence

• Program Features — small class size, full-day of learning, 
evidence-based and domain-specific curricula with 
coaching 

• Quality — caregiver-child relationships are key to 
quality, pointing to effective workforce investments and 
efforts to reduce turnover as particularly promising 

• Universality — universal programs can be cost-effective 
relative to their targeted counterparts, even though they 
crowd out private ECE choices



Moving Forward 
And beyond, “Does Preschool Work?”

• Focus on the dual role that ECE plays in families’ lives, pursuing both pathways to 
better outcomes for children and families 

• Investigate the development and evolution of both cognitive and non-cognitive 
skills 

• Study workforce investments and their role in augmenting program quality and 
improving child outcomes 

• Better understand complementarity and substitutability of human capital 
investments, given the many developmental settings and services young children 
experience 

• Commit to the data infrastructure that facilitates our understanding of ECE access, 
affordability, participation, and quality as well as our investigation of short- and 
long-run impact



Chloe Gibbs 
www.chloegibbs.com 
chloe.gibbs@nd.edu

Thank you!


