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60%
or more of the

“achievement gap”
between low-income and
higher-income children
in high school already
exists on the first day of
kindergarten.

Summary
As accomplished athletes and coaches—
and as Americans—we are proud of our
nation’s finish atop the medal table at
the 2016 Olympics. But, in our roles as
advocates, we are concerned that American
children rank just 38th in math and 24th
in reading and science, internationally.
Unfortunately for many at-risk children, the
preparation they need before arriving at
the starting line isn’t available, and too many
kids start kindergarten already far behind
in critical skills. High-quality early care and
education can help level the playing field
for at-risk children, providing the pre-math,
pre-reading and important social-emotional
skills necessary to give them the opportunity
to reach their full potential. Federal
policymakers must increase investments in
high-quality early care and education—
Head Start, the Child Care and Development
Block Grant (CCDBG) and Preschool

Development Grants—to ensure more
American children achieve success in
school and beyond.

These children
might be
scrambling to catch up
for the rest of their
education—and possibly
for the rest of their lives.
Coach Mike Kryzewski

Head Coach, USA Men’s Basketball
and Head Men’s Basketball Coach,
Duke University
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Many children are already far
behind at the starting line
Too many disadvantaged children across the
U.S. lack the support they need to become
competitive students. Obstacles to academic
success appear early in life: 60 percent of the
achievement gap in reading and 70 percent
of the achievement gap in math between
low-income and higher-income children in
high school is already present on the first day
of kindergarten.1 Many of these children
never catch up, and, as a result, they are more
likely to become high-school dropouts.2

American students are not
winning the academic “medals
race”
The achievement gap is part of the reason
American children are far back in the pack
when it comes to the international “medal
count” on academic achievement. In fact,
America’s 15-year-old children finished 38th
in math, and 24th in both reading and
science, out of the 71 countries taking the
Programme for International Student
Assessment [PISA] exam in 2015.3

High-quality early care and
education can increase the
odds of success for children
Research shows that high-quality early care
and education can dramatically change the
chances of success for many at-risk
children. For example:
•

After attending the Tulsa, Oklahoma
Head Start program, participants had
higher state test scores in math in 7th
grade and were 31 percent less likely to
be held back by 8th grade.4

•

By the fourth and fifth grades, New
Jersey children served by a preschool
program in disadvantaged school
districts around the state were threefourths of a year ahead in math and
two-thirds of a year ahead in literacy.
They were also much less likely to be
held back in school.5

•

A recent study found that high-quality,
full-day child care had a positive impact
on children’s language development
at age two.6 A longitudinal study of more
than 1,300 children found that those

Winning the Olympic medal count,
but losing the achievement medal count
The most recent PISA results, from 2015, placed the U.S. an unimpressive 38th out of
71 countries in math and 24th in reading.
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2016 Olympic Medals

2015 Math Scores

1

USA

121

1

Singapore

564

1

Singapore

535

2

China

70

2

Hong Kong

548

2

Hong Kong

527

3

Great Britain 67

3

Macao

544

3

Canada

   527

4

Russia

56

4

Taiwan

542

4

Finland

  526

5

Germany

42

38 USA

     470

24 USA
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2015 Reading Scores

  497

in higher-quality child care were better
prepared for school at age four
compared to children in lower quality
care. At age 15, they were still
performing slightly above their peers.7
•

When combined with high-quality
preschool, child care can have an
even greater impact on academic
achievement. For example, a study of
North Carolina’s Smart Start (child care)
and More at Four (preschool) programs
found that children in counties that
spent more per child 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.8

Quality early care and
education fosters pre-reading,
pre-math and socio-emotional
skills
High-quality early care and education
programs help children develop in all areas—
social, emotional and behavioral skills, along
with essential pre-math and pre-reading skills.
Research indicates that qualified preschool
teachers are adept at teaching young
children such skills as taking turns, sharing,
and resolving conflicts.9 These are the
types of socio-emotional and behavioral
skills children will need to successfully
compete throughout school and life. For
example, a study showed that children with
strong socio-emotional skills in kindergarten
were more likely to graduate from high
school, attain a college degree and have a
full-time job by age 25.10
The best early education programs also
produce lasting academic gains.11 To achieve
such results, teachers must be well-trained,
to be able to provide the environments and
level of instruction necessary to help at-risk

How can little kids
succeed if they
start the race already 10
steps behind?
April Holmes

Paralympic Gold Medalist
(Track & Field)

children attain pre-reading and pre-math
skills. Research suggests that many teachers
will need more support to do that.12 For
example, a recent study found that Head
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Start teachers rated their ability in math and
science much lower than that for reading.13
Teachers’ self-reported lack of ability
impacted their teaching practices, with 99
percent stating that they engaged in reading
instruction three to four times per week, but
only 75 percent reporting that much instruction
in math and 42 percent in science.

High-quality early care and
education can save millions,
but many children are not
served
An independent and well-respected costbenefit analysis of more than 20 different
preschool studies showed that preschool
can return over $34,000 in average, net
benefits to society for every child served.14
But children cannot benefit if they are not
served. Only 43 percent of 4-year-olds
participate in a state-funded preschool
program or Head Start.15 Meanwhile, 15
percent or less of eligible children are
served by the Child Care and Development
Block Grant (CCDBG).16

As Olympians and
Paralympians, our
success comes from
an early start and high
quality programs.
Imagine the possibilities
when we give kids a
solid start in life through
high-quality early
childhood education.
Gary Hall, Jr.

Olympic Gold Medalist
(Swimming)

Conclusion
American children born this year will be nine to ten years old when the U.S. hosts the
2028 Olympics in Los Angeles. How will these children be faring in 3rd or 4th grades?
Investing now in high-quality early care and education for disadvantaged children will
help ensure that they have the opportunity to succeed in school, achieve their full
potential, and contribute to the prosperity of our nation. Congress must continue to
prioritize investments in Head Start, the Child Care and Development Block Grant and
Preschool Development Grants.
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