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71%

of young Americans aged
17 to 24 are ineligible for
military service.

To keep our military the preeminent power
in an unsettled world, our nation needs
each generation to be successful, healthy
and productive. However, as our military
leaders look into the future, they are
increasingly concerned that there will not
be a qualified pool of candidates to defend
our nation.
This concern stems from problems including
education, obesity, crime and drug abuse
that make 71 percent of young Americans
aged 17 to 24 ineligible for military service.1
If society does not address such problems
early on in children’s lives, the nation risks a
shortage of qualified recruits—one that will
leave the country vulnerable for years to
come and threaten the strength of our
national security.
Numerous research studies show that the
early years of life have a significant impact
on educational attainment, behaviors and

health. This helps to explain why highquality early interventions can help
vulnerable children succeed in school, stay
on the right side of the law and achieve a
healthy weight in the long term. These
outcomes open the doors for many career
paths, including military service.
As of 2015, 29 percent of the nation’s fouryear-olds and 5 percent of three-year-olds
were enrolled in state preschool programs,
and 9 percent of four-year-olds and 8 percent
of three-year-olds were enrolled in Head
Start.2 Included in this number were 28,000
four-year-olds in 18 states whose preschool or
Head Start slots were also funded through
Preschool Development Grants (PDG).3 In that
same year, about 1.4 million children received
child care funded by the Child Care and
Development Block Grant (CCDBG).4
Federal policymakers must continue to invest
in high-quality early care and education to
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the military.8 In addition, obesity rose by
60 percent among active-duty service
members from 2002 to 2012, and obesityrelated health issues cost the military
more than $1.5 billion annually.9

ensure that all children are prepared in
mind, body and character to succeed in life.
Such investments are not only good for
children and families, but also critical to
national security.

A military readiness crisis
An alarming 71 percent of young adults
nationwide are currently unable to join the
military.5 There are three primary reasons:
•

•

One-third of young adults do not have
adequate education to join the military.
The military today very rarely accepts
applicants without a high school diploma,
yet 17 percent of students do not graduate
from high school on time.6 Even among
high school graduates, another 23 percent
who tried to join the Army scored too low
on the military’s entrance exam to qualify.7
Nearly one-third of young adults are
too overweight to serve in the military.
Thirty-one percent of young adults
nationwide are too overweight to join

Common Barriers
to Military Service
Percent of U.S. Young Adults (Ages 17-24) Who
Would Not Qualify for Military Service, by Category

31%

Obesity

30%

Drug Abuse

23%

Education*
Crime

10%

*Education pertains to 17- to 20-year-olds who applied for service.
Note: Young adults can be counted in more than one category and
therefore categories do not sum to 71 percent. Not all disqualifiers are listed.
Source: Education Trust; Department of Defense (DoD) 2013 Qualified
Military Available (QMA)
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•

40 percent of young adults cannot
qualify because of a record of crime or
drug abuse. Ten percent of American
young adults have a serious criminal record
that would prevent them from qualifying
for military service, and 30 percent cannot
qualify due to drug abuse.10

This drastically limited recruitment pool
jeopardizes our military readiness and
threatens future national security.

Three ways early care
and education improves
military readiness and
national security
High-quality early care and education can
increase the number of young adults who
qualify for military service by helping children
succeed in school, maintain a healthy
weight and stay on the right side of the law.
The benefits of early education also build
on one another. For example, by improving
children’s health, early education helps
children remain in school; in turn, educational
attainment is associated with improved
health throughout life.11

care and education increases
1 Early
the number of young adults who

have the education necessary to qualify
for military service
Long-term studies of model early education
programs show impressive differences in
children’s educational outcomes. For example,
a long-term study found that children who
participated in Michigan’s Perry Preschool
project were 44 percent more likely to
graduate from high school compared to

children in the control group.12 Participants in
another high-quality program, the Abecedarian
Project, that included child care in infancy
followed by preschool, were four times as
likely to earn a four-year college degree
than those in the control group.13 A recent
analysis of Head Start outcomes, comparing
siblings who did versus did not attend the
program, found similar results, with participants
showing increased probability of graduating
from high school, attending college, and
receiving a postsecondary credential.14
While most state preschool programs have
not been around long enough to measure
outcomes into adulthood, programs that
have invested in quality have already
demonstrated strong results. Michigan’s Great
Start Readiness state preschool program,
for example, reported a 26 percent reduction
in the number of children held back in
school between second and twelfth grades
and a 36 percent increase in the number
who graduated from high school on time.15
High-quality state preschool programs have
also demonstrated lasting effects on students’
elementary school performance. New
Jersey’s preschool program, for example,
found that children in the program were
three-quarters of a year ahead in math and
two-thirds of a year ahead in literacy in the
fourth and fifth grades.16 Similarly, a study of
North Carolina’s Smart Start and More at
Four initiatives found that children in counties
that spent more per student were two
months ahead in reading and 1.5 months
ahead in math by fifth grade, when compared
with children in counties that spent less per
student.17 Children who attended Mississippi’s
Title I-funded preschools were 1.5 times more
likely to be reading proficiently in third grade.18
There are also long-term benefits that

Quality early learning includes
age-appropriate math activities
accrue from high-quality Head Start programs.
For example, participants in the Tulsa,
Oklahoma Head Start program had higher
state achievement scores in math in seventh
grade, compared to non-participants.
Participants were also 31 percent less likely
to be held back and 34 percent less likely
to be chronically absent up to eighth grade.19

Early education can help prevent
2 obesity,
setting the stage for a

healthy weight in young adulthood and
improving military eligibility
In addition to academic gains, a few
high-quality preschool programs have
demonstrated reductions in obesity by
introducing young children to healthy foods
and physical activity. For example, a
randomized study of Chicago Head Start
programs that emphasized healthy habits
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found that children who were not in the
programs gained 16 percent more weight
over the following two years than participating
children.20 In the long-term, a randomized trial
of the Abecedarian early care and education
program found that male participants were
nearly four times more likely to exercise
regularly as young adults and had significantly
lower risk factors for heart disease, stroke
and diabetes by their mid-30s.21 Similarly,
girls who participated in the program were
more likely to exercise regularly as young
adults and less likely to become obese.22

3. Early education can even reduce the
number of young adults with records of
crime or drug abuse, enabling them to
qualify for military service
Long-term studies of high-quality early
education programs have demonstrated
they can help to prevent crime. For example,
children who did not participate in the
Chicago Child-Parent Centers program study
were 70 percent more likely than participants
to be arrested for a violent crime by age
18.23 Similarly, a long-term study of Michigan’s
Perry Preschool Program found that children
who were not in the program were five
times more likely to be chronic offenders with
five or more arrests by their late twenties.24

$34,000

The savings per
child from state and
district preschool
programs.

There is also some evidence that high-quality
early education programs lessen drug
abuse in young adulthood. The randomized
trial of the Abecedarian early learning
program found that, among young adults
(age 21) who had participated in the program
as children, half as many had used
marijuana in the past 30 days compared
to young adults in the control group.25
A well-respected, independent cost-benefit
analysis of nearly 20 different studies found
that high-quality early education programs
return, on average, more than $34,000
to society for every child served.26 These
savings mainly result from reductions in
crime, special education and grade retention,
as well as increased earnings.

Conclusion
High-quality early care and education builds a solid foundation for the next generation
to develop in mind, body and character so they can succeed at whatever career path
they choose, including military service.
Given the current limited recruitment pool, our future national security depends on
whether we choose to make this investment in our youngest citizens. Congress must
continue to prioritize investments in Head Start, the Child Care and Development Block
Grant and Preschool Development Grants.
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