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Summary
Today’s military is an exacting
environment sustained by complex
technology and systems unimagined
in generations past. It demands the
very best of its service members.
Alarmingly, the Department of
Defense estimates that 75 percent of
all young Americans are unable to
join the military primarily because
they are too poorly educated, have
a serious criminal record, or are too
overweight. More than 1 in 5 high
school graduates who tried to join the
Army could not score highly enough
on the military’s entrance exam to
be allowed to serve; in Maine, the
figure is 19 percent. And 16 percent
of young people in Maine do not
graduate from high school on time.

“We spend over $500 billion a year on integrated
weapon systems and highly-trained personnel. We
cannot afford to start turning our defense systems
over to individuals who are poorly educated, have
criminal records, or suffer from obesity.”

The retired admirals and generals of Mission:
Readiness recognize that there are many factors impacting
educational achievement. But there is one factor that has
been proven to have a crucial impact on children from all
backgrounds, and that is high-quality early learning.
New data from across New Jersey confirm that pre-kindergarten can be brought to scale with strong and lasting results.
By the time they were beyond third grade, children who
participated in New Jersey’s high-quality program for two
years were three-quarters of an academic year ahead in math
and two-thirds of an academic year ahead in literacy compared to those who did not. Numerous studies of voluntary
high-quality programs in states such as Tennessee, Michigan,
Arkansas, West Virginia, New Mexico and Pennsylvania have
also shown impressive gains in literacy and reductions in the
number of children needing special education services or
being held back in school.
These new and emerging research results are bolstered by
long-term studies of participants from high-quality programs
in Michigan and Illinois, which found they were far more
likely to graduate from high school and far less likely to be
involved in criminal activity in later years.
While debate about education policy is often contentious,
the value of high-quality early learning is recognized by
policymakers across the political spectrum. Numerous
states have invested in high-quality pre-K and, for 2013,
Republican and Democratic governors in Colorado,
Michigan, Mississippi, New Mexico, New York, North
Dakota, Pennsylvania and Virginia have made bold moves
in support of new investments in quality pre-K. Maine
has funded voluntary public preschool since 1983 and
enrollment has increased 22 percent from 2001 to 2012.

Admiral Gregory G. "Grog" Johnson (Ret.)
US Navy

This support coincides with an extremely challenging
economic environment for states. Unlike many other states,
state per-child funding for preschool in Maine increased
in 2011-2012. However, even with its ongoing, increasing
support, Maine still served only about a third of its four-yearolds in 2012.
The federal Administration recently proposed a state-federal
partnership that offers states the resources to create, strengthen
and expand quality early learning programs for children
from low- and moderate-income families. The partnership
would enable states to offer children well-qualified teachers,
small student-teacher ratios, and other elements that have a
proven impact on learning. It could also lead to a 15 percent
increase in graduation rates for low- and moderate-income
children, which would amount to nearly two million more
graduates nationwide and more than 6,000 additional
graduates in Maine from the 10-year investment.
Based on an independent analysis, high-quality prekindergarten can cut crime, welfare and other societal costs
and produce average net benefits to society of $15,000 for
every child served. Nationwide, that could produce $150
billion in net benefits from the $75 billion proposed investment
in the next 10 years. Maine could save $500 million.
America has bipartisan support for our sophisticated 21st
Century military systems. But without qualified personnel,
those investments will be severely compromised and our
national security will be put at risk. Support from both
Republican and Democratic policymakers demonstrates a
commitment to high-quality school readiness programs from
both sides of the aisle. The more than 350 retired generals
and admirals of Mission: Readiness know that investing
in high-quality early childhood education, from birth to
kindergarten entry, is essential for the future strength of our
military and our nation.
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A Commitment to Pre-Kindergarten
Is a Commitment to National Security
High-Quality Early Childhood Education Saves Billions While Strengthening
Our Military and Our Nation
75 Percent of Young Americans Are Not
Eligible to Serve in the Military
Military service is out of reach for an estimated 75 percent
of all young Americans between the ages of 17 and 24.
There are three primary reasons: they are too poorly
educated, they have serious criminal records, or they are
too overweight.1 Nationwide, 22 percent of young people
do not graduate on time from high school; in Maine, the
figure is 16 percent.2 The military rarely takes anyone
without a diploma anymore. Even among young adults who
do finish high school, 23 percent who seek to enlist in the
Army cannot score highly enough on the military’s exam for
math, literacy and problem-solving to be allowed to serve.
In Maine, 19 percent do not have an adequate score.3 One
in 10 young adults cannot join because they have at least
one prior conviction for a felony or serious misdemeanor.4
In Maine, there were 5,342 arrests of juveniles under age 18
in 2011.5 National surveys conducted for the military and by
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) show
that approximately one in four young adults is unable to
serve because of excess body fat.6 According to CDC criteria,
which are broader than the military’s, 40 percent of young

adults in Maine are overweight or obese.7 The limited pool of
young people qualified for military service jeopardizes our
military readiness and threatens future national security.

High-Quality Early Childhood Education
Programs Work: Better Outcomes for
Children
While trends in education reform come and go, research
shows that we have a solution that is consistently proven
over time. High-quality early childhood education can
prepare children to start school ready to learn. It can
improve student performance, boost high school graduation
rates, deter youth from crime, and, by helping children
develop healthy early exercise and good nutrition habits,
even help reduce childhood obesity rates.

New Findings from New Jersey Prove Early
Childhood Education Can Be Brought to
Scale with Strong Results
By 4th or 5th grade, children who attended New Jersey’s
preschool program for two years were three-quarters of an

High School Graduation and Military Entrance Exam
Qualifying Rates Among Young Mainers

Proportion who do not
graduate on time:

16%

More than one in ten Maine
youth does not graduate high
school on time.

Source: US Department of Education, 2013

Military entrance exam
not a qualifying score:

19%

Out of those young Mainers who
do graduate and then try to join
the Army, almost one in five
cannot join because they score
too low on the military’s
entrance exam.

Source: The Education Trust, 2010
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Strong New Results from New Jersey
By the time pre-K children in New
Jersey were past third grade, they were:

New Jersey pre-K reduces costly grade
retention and special education.

Three-fourths of a Year
ahead in math.
Month 1

Month 2

Month 3

Month 7

Month 8

Month 9

Month 4

Month 5

Month 6

Two-thirds of a Year
ahead in literacy.
Month 1

Month 2

Month 3

Month 7

Month 8

Month 9

Month 4

Month 5

KIDS
HELD BACK

DOWN
40%

SPECIAL ED
PLACEMENTS

DOWN
31%

Month 6

Source: National Institute for Early Education Research, 2013

academic year ahead in math and two-thirds of an academic
year ahead in literacy compared to their peers who did not
attend. Children who attended the preschools were also 40
percent less likely to be held back in school and 31 percent
less likely to need special education services. There was
no “fade out” of program effects: children who attended
the New Jersey program significantly outperformed similar
children who did not attend in kindergarten, in second grade,
and now in 4th and 5th grades. The study is ongoing, so future
impacts will also be tracked.8

The researchers studying the New Jersey preschool program
state that their results are on par with initial results for the
Chicago Child-Parent Centers, so they expect, as the New
Jersey children become adults, to see strong high school
graduation and crime prevention results, as well as economic
benefits exceeding program costs. Meanwhile, the New
Jersey program is reducing the substantial costs associated
with special education and children repeating a grade.11

Long-term studies of model programs had already shown
that early education can transform the lives of disadvantaged
children. For example, studies of the Perry Preschool program
that followed the participants over 40 years have found they
were 44 percent more likely to graduate from high school,
while those who did not attend were five times more likely to
be chronic criminal offenders by age 27.9

Studies of high-quality early childhood education programs
in other states and localities also report benefits such as
impressive gains on literacy, and reductions in the numbers
of children needing special education services or being held
back in school.

The Chicago Child-Parent Centers took this approach to
scale, having served over 100,000 children, with longterm results: children left out of the program were 70
percent more likely to be arrested for a violent crime
by age 18 and 24 percent more likely to have been
incarcerated as young adults than similar children not
served. Participants, on the other hand, were 40 percent
less likely to be placed in special education and, by age
20, were 29 percent more likely to have graduated from
high school.10

Studies in Other States and Cities

Tennessee: A rigorous study of Tennessee’s pre-K
program found that literacy results and overall academic
improvements for children who attended were 50 percent
greater than for those who did not attend.12
Michigan: While most state pre-K evaluations do not yet
have results on children’s school performance beyond the
early elementary school years, an evaluation of Michigan’s
Great Start Readiness Program (GSRP) shows longer-term
results. GSRP participation had a dramatic impact on
reducing grade repetition: children who attended were 51
percent less likely to be held back a grade by 8th grade when
compared to a similar group of children who did not attend
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State Early Education Improves
Educational Outcomes
Answered more
questions correctly on a
literacy test

Held back in school less
often and graduate more
than non-attendees
Grade
Retention

Arkansas

Had fewer
developmental delays
after attending

High School
Graduation

57%

23% More

43%

West Virginia

23% More

New Mexico

26%
21%

17%

24% More

Pennsylvania: A recent evaluation
of Pennsylvania’s Pre-K Counts (PKC)
program showed especially strong results
for children who might otherwise be in
special education during their K-12 years.
For example, 21 percent of children were
classified as developmentally delayed and
qualified for early intervention services as
they began PKC. By the end of PKC, only
eight percent of children were classified
as delayed. Similarly, the portion of threeyear-old children at risk for problematic
social and self-control behavior fell from
21.5 percent at the start of the program to
3.6 percent at the end of PKC.18
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Promising local studies show that very
high-quality programs produce even
larger effects. A recent study of a very
high-quality, universal pre-kindergarten
program in the Boston Public Schools
Sources: Frede 2009; Maloffeva 2007; Lamy 2005; Hustedt 2007; Hustedt 2009; Bagnato 2009
found that children who participated
in the program had improvements in
the program.13 And children who attended the GSRP were
mathematics, literacy and language skills
35 percent more likely to graduate from high school on time
equivalent to seven months of additional learning by the end
than a comparison group of children not in the program.14
of the program, compared to children who did not attend.
Both disadvantaged children and their more advantaged
Arkansas: An evaluation of the Arkansas Better Chance
peers benefited from the program.19
program found that children who attended pre-K developed
an extra four months’ worth of vocabulary knowledge,
A study of disadvantaged children in the San Francisco Bay
beyond the gains that would be expected as a child naturally Area who received high-quality pre-kindergarten for two
ages. Pre-K attendance also resulted in 23 percent more
years showed that the children actually outperformed more
correct answers on a literacy test and improved math scores.
well-off children in reading by second grade: 61 percent of
Researchers are following children for five years to evaluate
those attending the program for two years were proficient
the longer-term effects of the program.15
in reading, compared to 55 percent of students who did
West Virginia: Over half of West Virginia’s four-year-olds
are enrolled in the voluntary West Virginia Universal Pre-K
System. An evaluation of the program found that children
made an extra three months of progress on their vocabulary
development, answered 23 percent more items correctly
on an early literacy test, and increased their average math
scores, when compared to the progress that would normally
be expected over the course of a year.16
New Mexico: New Mexico launched a pre-K program in
2005 that is already seeing strong results. Across the first
three years of the initiative, participating children answered an
average of 24 percent more questions correctly on a literacy
test. Significant impacts were found in math for all three years
and in vocabulary for two of the three initial years.17

not attend the program (most of whom attended private
preschool programs).20

Reducing Obesity
There is also emerging evidence that teaching young children
healthier eating and exercise habits can contribute to
reversing the epidemic of childhood obesity. A randomized
controlled study in Chicago demonstrated that working
with preschool-aged children and their parents can reduce
weight gain: children not in the program gained 16 percent
more weight over the next two years than those receiving the
program.21 In New York City, Philadelphia and Mississippi,
schools improved the nutritional quality of the food served
to children, increased their physical activity, and coached

To see individual state trends in spending and access for each state, see the National Institute for Early Education Research’s The State of Preschool 2012 at:
http://nieer.org/publications/state-preschool-2012
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DECLINES IN CHILDHOOD OBESITY: Data in Philadelphia, Mississippi and New York City indicate
that innovative preschool efforts to improve early childhood nutrition and physical activity and to educate
parents in each locality may be part of the solution to childhood obesity.

LOCALITY

CHILDHOOD OBESITY MEASURED DECLINE IN OBESITY

Philadelphia

Over a 4-year period, K-12 children, overall
obesity measured

Mississippi

Over a 6-year period, K-5 children, overweight
& obesity measured

New York City

Over a 4-year period, 5- to 6-year olds,
obesity measured for all public-school children

Black
Hispanic

5% decline
13% decline

7% decline
6% decline

White

24% decline
Source(s): Pennsylvania School District, 2012; Journal of the Mississippi State Medical Association, 2012; Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2012; New York City of Health and Mental Hygiene, 2012; Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2012.

their parents on children’s healthy nutrition and physical
activity needs. As a result of these efforts, along with other
broader reforms, rates of childhood obesity dropped 5 to 24
percent.22
In sum, research demonstrates that high-quality early
learning programs can help solve the serious problems—
poor educational achievement, criminal behavior and
obesity—that cause the majority of our young people to be
ineligible for military service. Solving these problems will
have additional positive social and economic consequences
because succeeding in school and avoiding criminal
involvement also opens the doors to success in college
and careers, whether young people choose to serve in the
military or not.

Moving America Forward: Maine and Other
States Are Already Investing in HighQuality Early Education
States understand that quality early learning programs
provide an extraordinary return on investment and 40 states
and the District of Columbia have preschool programs.
Maine has funded public preschool since 1983, through
its regular school funding formula process, with no income
requirements for participation. The majority of preschool
programs are in public school settings, but some districts
provide services through community-based preschools.23
Nationwide, the proportion of four-year-olds served in state
preschool doubled over the past decade, growing from 14 to
28 percent.24 In Maine, enrollment has increased 22 percent
from 2001 to 2012 and, in 2012, Maine served 32 percent of
its four-year-olds.25

Support for quality programs from both Republican and
Democratic policymakers demonstrates that this is a
nonpartisan issue in many states. In 2013 alone, Republican
and Democratic governors in Colorado, Michigan,
Mississippi, New Mexico, New York, North Dakota,
Pennsylvania and Virginia have proposed and /or signed into
law expansions in quality early learning.26
While significant progress has been made, access to
preschool varies widely by state and most states fall well
short of serving most of their preschool-aged children.27 As of
2012:
•

more than half of the states serve 30 percent or fewer
of their four-year-olds: and

•

another 10 states still have no state preschool
programs.28

Further, in 2011-2012, preschool enrollment stalled and
state funding decreased significantly, due to lingering effects
of the recession and the ending of the additional American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funding. Unlike
most states, state per-child funding for preschool in Maine
increased in 2011-2012. However, even with its ongoing,
increasing support, only 32 percent of Maine four-year-olds
were served in 2012.29
Clearly, a top national and state priority must be to increase
the number of children served in early education programs.
However, it is equally important to deliver high-quality
programs. The research is clear that high-quality programs
deliver stronger results.
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Our projections of additional graduates
conservatively assume there could be a 15
percent increase in graduation rates for lowand moderate-income children under 200
percent of the federal poverty level, if the statefederal partnership is implemented nationwide.
We could have used Chicago’s high-quality prekindergarten program’s increased graduation
rate of 29 percent, Perry Preschool’s 44 percent,
or Michigan’s statewide Great Start program’s
35 percent. But, to be conservative, we used the
lower Chicago figure and then cut it roughly in
half.
Even with such a modest estimate, the 15
percent increase in graduation rates for these
children would raise their graduation rates
from 70 percent nationally to 81 percent. That
would total nearly two million more graduates
nationwide and more than 6,000 additional
John W. "Bill" Libby, former Maine Adjutant General, reads to children at a pregraduates in Maine from the proposed ten-year
kindergarten center in Bangor, Maine, June 2010.
increase in pre-kindergarten funding. (See www.
missionreadiness.org for an explanation of the
High-Quality Early Childhood Education
methodology and for data on other states.)
Benefits Society
In its 2014 budget proposal, the federal Administration
has proposed $75 billion over 10 years for a state-federal
partnership to provide high-quality preschool programs
to every low- and moderate-income four-year-old in
the nation.30 The proposal also includes a $750 million
competitive grant program, to help states build their capacity
for implementing high-quality preschool and an initiative to
expand access to high-quality child care for children from
birth through age three. The child care initiative proposes a
new competitive grant program for child care partnerships
with Early Head Start, as well as an increase in Child
Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) funds. A
comprehensive system of high-quality care and education,
from child care through preschool, will result in more
children entering school prepared to succeed.
The new preschool initiative will allow states without state
preschool to establish high-quality programs, as New Jersey
and others have done. States with preschool could increase
the number of slots or increase the quality of their existing
programs, or do some combination of each. In Maine, with
a program that meets six of ten quality benchmarks and
that served 32 percent of four-year-olds in 2012, increasing
quality and adding slots may both be a priority. The
research shows that investing in high-quality preschool can
result in substantial increases in graduation rates for more
disadvantaged students.

Many people are understandably concerned about the cost of
early childhood education programs in a time when budget

Early Education Quality Matters
Numerous research studies have documented the key
characteristics of high-quality early learning programs,
including:
•

Highly skilled teachers with appropriate
compensation;34

•

Comprehensive and age-appropriate
curricula;35

•

Strong family involvement and effective
parent coaching;36

•

Higher staff-to-child ratios to ensure each
child gets sufficient attention;37

•

Small, age-appropriate class sizes;38 and

•

Screening and referral services for
developmental, health or behavior
problems.39

These are the key features of early learning programs
that research indicates are essential for delivering
good early education and care.
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Support for Pre-K
Transcends Partisan Politics
Examples of Bipartisan Support for New or Expanded Pre-K in 2013

“Every expert will
tell you that early
education makes a
difference and it
makes the
difference for life.”

“Educating and
training our
citizens is the key
to lasting
prosperity.”

$5M
North Dakota
Governor Jack Dalrymple
“Early childhood
education is one
of the best
investments we
can make.”

$24M

Colorado
(K + Pre-K)
Governor John Hickenlooper
“We doubled the
funding for
pre-k.”

$4.5M
New Mexico
Governor Susana Martinez

“It is important
we make a major
budget
commitment to…
early childhood
programs.”

$65M
Michigan
Governor Rick Snyder

Using the $15,000 net benefits analysis yields roughly $150
billion in net benefits to society from the state-federal
early education proposal, after subtracting costs.33 Other
estimates, based on the higher-quality programs, produce
even greater financial benefits.
The returns may vary, but Maine is fairly typical in terms
of costs to run the programs and the level of existing
coverage. We estimate, using the above process, that Maine
could save $500 million from the 10-year investment. The
excellent news from the research so far is that the higher
the investment in quality, the much higher the payoff in
benefits. Alternatively, watering down the programs to serve

$6.4M
Pennsylvania
Governor Tom Corbett

$5M
Virginia
Governor Bob McDonnell

$3M
Mississippi
Governor Phil Bryant

An independent analysis of the research studies shows that
high-quality early learning programs cut crime, welfare and
other societal costs so much that they produce average net
benefits to society of $15,000 for every child served.32 These
benefits result from outcomes such as schools avoiding the
cost of giving children an extra year of education when they
are held back, lower special education costs, fewer children
in detention facilities and fewer adults in prison, and fewer
direct expenses for victims of crime, as well as savings from
lower welfare costs.

“Every child in
Pennsylvania
deserves an equal
start in life, and I
intend to see that
promise kept.”

“Every young
Virginian must have
the opportunity of a
world-class education
from pre-school to
college.”

“We can help
make sure
children begin
school ready to
learn.”

cuts are the norm. But failing to make effective investments
in children when they are very young means a higher cost
to society down the road. A child who drops out of school,
uses drugs and becomes a career criminal costs society, on
average, $2.5 million.31

$25M
New York
Governor Andrew Cuomo

Sources: National Conference of State Legislatures, 2013; National Women’s Law Center, 2013

more children is like watering down a vaccine to serve more
children—an approach that is not advised.

Conclusion
Our nation has prioritized investments that keep America’s
military the most technologically advanced in the world.
But we will need educated, fit and moral individuals who
are ready to serve in tomorrow’s modern battlefields –
sophisticated weapon systems alone cannot protect us.
Many states, including Maine, are making solid progress
in early education -- states with both Republican and
Democratic governors and legislatures. But there are still too
many children unserved. As retired admirals and generals,
we know that voluntary early education, from birth to
kindergarten entry, is essential for a strong America. This is
not just an essential investment in a 21st century education
system. It is an essential investment in our national security.
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Maine Projections and Data
If the new state-federal partnership is implemented and high-quality preschool is offered to all 4-year-olds up to
200 percent of the poverty line, we project a 15 percent increase in their graduation rate and net savings of
$15,000 for every child served from the 10-year investment. For Maine this means:

6,700

$500 Million

Additional Maine Children
Graduating from High School*

Total Net Benefits for Maine*
(from higher graduation rates and lower education, crime and welfare costs)

*See pages 5 and 6 of this report for an explanation of these projections. See the appendix of our national report, A Commitment to Pre-Kindergarten is a
Commitment to National Security and our web site for the full methodology used to generate these estimates at www.missionreadiness.org

National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER) Data
STATE SPENDING PER CHILD ENROLLED
(2012 DOLLARS)

PERCENT OF STATE POPULATION ENROLLED
32%
24% 27%
19%
18%
10% 11% 12% 14% 16% 16%

$2,238

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

STATE PRE-K ENROLLMENT AS
PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION
(4 YEAR OLDS)

$2,657 $2,640 $2,586

$2,586 $2,192 $1,858

$2,049 $2,213
$1,597 $1,900

SPENDING PER CHILD ENROLLED
Pre-K:

Pre-K
Head Start

32%
11%
3%

Special Ed

54%

Other/None

$5,022

Federal
Contributions
Local
Contributions

K–12:

$11,185

State
Contributions

0

2

Quality Benchmarks Met
Comprehensive Early Learning Standards
Teachers with BA Degree
Teachers with Early Childhood Training
Assistant Teacher with CDA or Equivalent
Teacher In-Service Training
Maximum Class Size 20 or Less
Staff: Child Ratio 1:10 or Better
Screening/Referral & Support Services
Meals: At Least 1 per Day
Monitoring with Site Visits
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10

12
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