The Path to a Competitive Workforce Begins with High-Quality Early Education
Leading economists estimate a 10-16% rate of return on investing in high-quality early
education, a rate that outpaces the average long-term returns of the stock market. 1 Unless the
United States gets serious about investing in young children, they warn, we will be unable to
compete in an increasingly sophisticated global economy. Already, the U.S. has fallen from first
place to twelfth in the proportion of young adults with college degrees. 2 It is projected that by
2022 the number of jobs requiring a post-secondary education for entry will continue to grow
rapidly, especially those requiring a master’s or associates degree. 3 Already, we have trouble
filling the 85% of U.S. jobs that require skilled workers. 4 A compelling body of research finds
the solution starts with high-quality early education. It yields significant returns in increased
educational attainment, earnings, productivity and health and decreased reliance on special
education, grade retention, public assistance and social services. It helps close achievement
gaps that cost hundreds of billions of dollars in lost gross domestic product. 5

The Need is Urgent
The United States faces a mismatch in the demands of the 21st economy for skilled, welleducated workers and the preparedness of an increasingly diverse population of children and
youth. The problem has particular resonance in Massachusetts, home to an aging workforce
and one of the nation’s leading innovation-based economies.
•
•
•
•

68% of Massachusetts jobs in 2018 will require a college degree, but only 54% of
young adults in the state have completed college. 6
Massachusetts posts a wide and persistent achievement gap. 7 For students in
Massachusetts entering community colleges, 65% require remedial coursework in
math or reading. 8
6,200 Massachusetts students dropped out of high school in 2012-13. 9
Each high school dropout in Massachusetts, on average, costs $349,000 more over a
lifetime – in decreased tax revenues and increased public assistance costs– than the
average graduate. 10

Research Points to a Cost-Effective Investment in our Future
Three highly regarded longitudinal studies of preschool programs for children from lowincome families have followed participants well into adulthood and find short- and long-term
benefits. Other studies reinforce these findings.
•
•
•

•

•

Participants are 40% less likely to be referred to special education services or held
back a grade, 30% more likely to graduate from high school and twice as likely to
attend college. 11
Participants demonstrate stronger early literacy and math skills. 12
The play-based curriculum of high-quality early education lays a strong foundation for
STEM learning by building on young children’s exploration of the world around
them as natural scientists and mathematicians. 13
High-quality early education helps develop children’s social-emotional skills and selfregulation, as well as their ability to focus and stay on task, all prerequisites for
success in the 21st century workplace. Children’s ability at age 4 to pay attention and
complete a task strongly predicts their chances of graduating from college by 25. 14
Participants in early care programs have been found to have long-lasting health
benefits. As adults, participants are less likely to experience depressive symptoms,
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“Investing early allows us to
shape the future; investing later
chains us to fixing the missed
opportunities of the past.”
James Heckman
Economist and Nobel laureate

“Early childhood programs are a
good investment, with inflationadjusted annual rates of return
to these funds of 10 percent or
higher. Very few alternative
investments can promise that
kind of return.”
Ben Bernanke
Chairman, Federal Reserve

“With current early childhood
education resource levels, too
many kindergartners will
continue to begin school illprepared,… and businesses will
lack the necessary workforce to
fill the jobs of the future.”

U.S. Chamber of Commerce

“Access to high-quality early
education and learning
opportunities is integral to
helping today’s children prepare
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“High-quality early education
programs are vital to future
economic growth and
maintaining a highly skilled
workforce.”
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•
•

have cardiovascular and metabolic disease, or regularly smoke. These improved outcomes further increases the potential for
positive economic impact. 15
At age 40, adults who had participated in high-quality early education as children earned, on average, $5,500 more per year. Threequarters (76%) were employed, compared with 62% of non-participants. 16
Reliable, high-quality early education and care arrangements reduce employee turnover and lower absenteeism. Employee absenteeism
due to breakdowns in child care cost American businesses $3 billion per year. 17
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