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53%
of children in Florida

have at least one adverse
childhood experience
Florida’s workforce and long-term
economic growth, public safety, and our
national security depend on the
foundation that we lay for students in our
state today. Florida has made strides to
prioritize access to early childhood
education, a key investment in building
the future that our students and our
communities need. Yet, despite this
investment, only about half of entering
Florida kindergartners demonstrate
readiness to succeed in school.1 In
addition, more than half of Florida
children have experienced at least one
adverse childhood experience (ACE).2
High-quality early childhood education
can help mitigate the impact of ACEs and
builds a foundation for success in
elementary school and beyond.

Well-educated young people are more
likely to finish high school on time and be
ready for college or any career they
choose, including the military. There is also
a link between inadequate education and
crime, suggesting that students’ education
is not only linked to the success of our
state’s economy, but also to public safety.3
By bolstering the quality of early childhood
education, we are improving our students’
readiness to succeed in school and life,
helping them to avoid lives of crime, and
enabling them to contribute meaningfully to
our state and national economy, as well as
to the defense of our nation, should they
choose that path. In particular, we must
define and implement quality standards for
Florida’s pre-K program that include social
and emotional growth, as a way to increase
quality and help mitigate ACEs.
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able to serve in the U.S. military. However,
educational deficits, health issues, and
behavior problems (substance abuse and
crime) currently prevent 72 percent of
Florida youth from qualifying for military
service.5 Florida’s jails are full of people
serving time for serious and costly crimes,
many of whom lack high school diplomas
that would qualify them for legitimate
employment.6 A 2018 survey of more than
50,000 Florida private-sector employers
found that about one-third reported skills
gaps among job seekers, and current and
former employees.7 Florida’s businesses
need a steady supply of educated, skilled
young people to build a strong and
competitive workforce in a global economy.

Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) can derail
child development and impact
our state

Early childhood development
lays the foundation
Research shows that the experiences
children have in their earliest years, during
a period of critical brain growth, set the
foundation for future development.4 Warm,
responsive parenting and nurturing early
education programs set children on a path
to successful adulthood by stimulating their
development. Children who lack these
quality environments often arrive at school
already behind their peers and may never
catch up.
Children’s early experiences also have
consequences for our state and our nation.
Our national security relies on qualified
young adults who are ready, willing, and
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ACEs, which include abuse, neglect, and
household challenges (e.g., parental
substance abuse, incarceration, divorce,
etc.), can derail children’s development and
have lifelong consequences, from mental
health issues, to disease, and early death.8
In Florida, more than one-quarter of children
(27 percent) have one ACE, while another
quarter have two or more ACEs.9
Early adversity can impact school
performance and lower adult productivity.
Florida children with ACEs are less likely to be
engaged in school (63 percent versus 79
percent for those with no ACEs).10 A Chicago
study found that individuals who reported four
or more ACEs were half as likely to complete
high school and to hold a middle-skill job (10
percent vs. 22 percent), compared to
individuals who grew up in the same
neighborhood and attended the same

schools but reported no ACEs.11 ACEs can also
increase health care costs to businesses and
reduce workplace productivity.12

education (ECE) for children’s development,
along several dimensions.

Early adversity is also a substantial risk
factor for behavior problems and later
involvement in crime. Florida children with
two or more ACEs are more likely (20.5
percent) to have an ongoing emotional,
developmental, or behavioral problem than
children with one ACE (eight percent) or no
ACEs (five percent).13 The above Chicago
study demonstrated that the odds of an
arrest by age 18 were 3.1 times higher
among individuals with four or more ACEs.
By age 25, their odds of a felony charge
were 2.8 times higher compared to youth
with no ACEs.14

Research demonstrates that the boost a
student receives in pre-K can persist
throughout that child’s years of elementary
schooling. A study conducted by Mississippi
State University found that children who
attended Title I-funded preschools were 1.5
times more likely to be reading proficiently
in third grade.19 Other states have found
similar results: A large study of Alabama’s
First Class pre-K program found that third to
seventh graders from low-income families
who had attended the program were more
likely than their peers to be proficient in
both reading and math.20 An evaluation of
the Arkansas Better Chance pre-K program

Early adversity also prevents young adults
from qualifying to serve in the armed forces.
As mentioned, childhood adversity reduces
military eligibility by affecting educational
and criminal outcomes. ACEs also impede
military eligibility by increasing the risk of
drug abuse and obesity. A study found that
nearly 14 percent of adolescents with four or
more ACEs initiated illicit drug use, compared
to only four percent of adolescents without
ACEs.15 Other studies corroborate these
results.16 Furthermore, Florida children with
ACEs are more likely to have overweight or
obesity (36 percent), compared to those
with no ACEs (32 percent).17 Obesity and
substance abuse also impact employers,
through absenteeism and increased heath
care costs.18

Research demonstrates the
benefits of quality early
education
Decades of research, across numerous
states, shows the short- and long-term
benefits of high-quality early childhood

Academics

School success is
the greatest crimefighting tool available
against ACEs. Early
educational support
gives us better citizens
and safer communities.
These should be
Florida’s goals.”
State Attorney
Katherine Fernandez Rundle
Miami-Dade County
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found that children who attended
developed extra vocabulary knowledge,
and improved literacy skills and math
scores. Benefits persisted through second
grade for literacy, language, and math, and
through third grade for literacy. In addition,
children who attended the program were
less likely to be held back in school by the
end of third grade than those who didn’t
attend any pre-K.21
Research has also shown that preschool
can increase rates of on-time high school
graduation among participants. Children
who participated in the New Mexico
preschool program, compared to nonparticipants, had higher rates of on-time
high school graduation (80 vs 74 percent).
Differences were even larger for English
language learners and children from lower
income families (11 percentage point
differences for each).22

Investments in
high-quality early
childhood education for
our youngest learners
are critical for a strong
economy. All companies
need a well-prepared
and skilled workforce.”
Gavin Macphail

Executive Vice President, JLL
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Educational success has far-reaching
implications for productive adulthood.
Businesses need well-educated employees.
The military rarely accepts recruits without a
high school diploma. The fact that six out of
10 prisoners nationwide do not have a high
school diploma illustrates the importance of
education for crime prevention.23

Health

However, the considerations around highquality ECE transcend even impressive
educational outcomes. ECE programs that
emphasize healthy eating and physical
activity can help reduce children’s risk of
obesity, one of the major medical
disqualifiers for military service. For
example, a study of North Carolina’s
Abecedarian ECE program found that girls
who participated were less likely to become
obese as adults, and boys had fewer risk

factors for heart disease, stroke and
diabetes.24 Without access to high-quality
ECE, our nation risks having an even
smaller recruiting pool in the future.

Behavior

Providing children with high-quality early
learning opportunities can set them on the
path to success in school, so they will be
ready for college and careers, able to
perform in the workplace, and less likely to
engage in criminal activity in adulthood.25
For example, students who participated in
Alabama’s pre-K program were about half
as likely to have a behavioral infraction in
school as those who did not receive First
Class Pre-K.26 Further, the differences
between the two groups were larger in
middle school and high school, when the
rates of infractions increase. Children not
served by the Chicago Child-Parent
Centers (CPC) early education program
were 70 percent more likely to be arrested
for a violent crime by age 18.27 By age 24,
the people served by the CPC were 20
percent less likely to have served time in
jail or prison.28 A recent study of
Oklahoma’s universal pre-K program found
the program significantly decreased the
likelihood that Black children were later
charged with a misdemeanor or felony
crime at age 18 or 19.29

Mitigating the impact of ACEs
Both the Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
and the American Academy of Pediatrics
have identified quality ECE as a strategy for
preventing or reducing ACEs.30 In these
programs, children can form strong
attachments with caring adults, mitigating
the impact of toxic stress that can derail
child development.31 Quality ECE can also
help children develop social and emotional
skills that can build resilience to stress.

Nearly one in four
young Americans
cannot pass the military
entrance exam. Early
learning programs can
help keep military
service an option for
more Floridians.”
Brigadier General (Ret.)
Jerry Neff
U.S. Army

In sum, by setting children on the path to
successful adulthood, early childhood
education programs can strengthen the
current and future workforce, contribute
to a strong economy and public safety,
and enhance national security. However,
to achieve these lasting results, programs
must be high-quality.

Florida has made strides with
access to pre-K, but quality is
a challenge
In 2002 Florida voters approved a
constitutional amendment that established
the Florida Voluntary Pre-Kindergarten
Program (VPK) for all four-year-olds whose
parents choose it.32 In 2019, the program
served nearly 174,000 children, representing
75 percent of all Florida four-year-olds.
Florida ranks fourth in the nation on
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preschool access for four-year-olds.
However, despite these impressive figures
for access, there have been challenges
around quality, with VPK attaining just two of
the 10 quality benchmarks set by the
National Institute for Early Education
Research (NIEER).33

We must bolster the quality of
Florida’s VPK program
In order to put more of our young children
on the path to success and strengthen our
state, we must support quality in Florida’s
VPK program. In particular, we must define
and implement quality standards for VPK
that include social and emotional growth–
not just early academic skills–as a way to
increase quality and help mitigate ACEs, for
the greatest long-term impact.

Conclusion
Florida has made a firm commitment to providing pre-K to all four-year-olds whose
parents choose it. By enhancing the program’s standards around social and emotional
development, we can fulfill the promise of optimizing young children’s development,
thereby contributing to the future strength of our state.
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