
 
 
High-Quality Early Education and Care: An Investment in 
National Security 

Summary   

Currently, 68 percent of all young people in Maine are unable to serve their country in uniform. A 
shrinking pool of eligible recruits is a threat to our military preparedness and national security. High-
quality early care and education programs can help improve that statistic, helping at-risk children succeed 
in school, become healthy and fit adults, and avoid criminal behavior, opening the doors to college, 
careers, and military service, if they choose to serve. Programs must be high quality to improve children’s 
chances of success.  

The Problem 

Sixty-eight percent of young Mainers are unable to join the military, primarily because they are too poorly 
educated, too overweight, or have a record of crime or substance abuse.1 For example: 

• Almost 13 percent of students in Maine do not graduate from high school on time, and the military 
rarely accepts recruits who do not have a high school diploma.2 

• Nearly one-third of young adults cannot serve because they are too overweight; excess weight is 
one of the leading medical disqualifiers.3 

• One in ten young adults does not qualify because of a record of crime or substance abuse.4 

High-quality early childhood care and education can improve educational outcomes, graduation 
rates, and health 

• At-risk Maine children who attended public pre-K as four-year-olds scored four to seven 
percentage points higher on reading and math assessments compared to children who did not 
attend the high-quality program, by third and fourth grade.5 

• Participants in Michigan’s state pre-K were held back in school 51 percent less often than non-
participants.6 New Jersey’s pre-K program found its children were held back 40 percent less 
often.7 

• Studies of two high-quality pre-K programs found that participating children were less likely to 
have criminal records as adults.8 

• Head Start programs that emphasize healthy eating, physical activity, and parent engagement 
can help lower childhood obesity rates by five to 24 percent.9 

• A longitudinal study of more than 1,300 children found that children in higher-quality child care 
were better prepared for school at age four compared to children in lower-quality child care. At 
age 15, they were still performing slightly above their peers.10 

 

 



Early childhood education also saves money 

A well-respected and independent cost-benefit analysis of rigorous studies of state- and district-funded 
preschool programs for disadvantaged children showed that preschool can return, on average, a net 
return to society of nearly $27,000 per child served.11 

There is still more to do in Maine 

In Fall 2020, 4,746 Maine four-year-olds were enrolled in public pre-K programs, which represents 38 
percent of Maine four-year-olds.12 This is a 23 percent decrease from last fall, pre-pandemic (when 6183 
children, 49 percent of four-year-olds) were enrolled. It is expected that enrollment rates will return to 
earlier levels, post-pandemic.  

Only 40 percent of eligible Maine children participated in Head Start programs, prior to COVID-19. During the 
pandemic, this number decreased by approximately 50 percent, and is gradually moving back toward 40 
percent.13 

Although the number of families receiving CCDBG vouchers has increased in recent years, most eligible 
families are not served.14 

Conclusion 

Investing in high-quality early childhood education is essential for the future strength of our military. If 
more young people are not available to serve in tomorrow’s armed services, our national security will be 
at risk. 
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