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• President Obama has called for increased
federal spending on early childhood educa-
tion programs. Congress is considering sev-
eral legislative proposals, including creating a
new federal preschool program.

• In FY 2009, the federal government will
spend more than $25 billion on 69 programs
for early childhood education and child care.

• Regrettably, federal spending on these pro-
grams, such as Head Start, has failed to yield
meaningful benefits. After more than four
decades, it is still unclear whether Head Start
is delivering lasting benefits to participating
children.

• Instead of creating a new federal preschool
program, Congress and the Obama Adminis-
tration should evaluate federal early childhood
programs, eliminate ineffective programs, and
consolidate duplicative programs.

• The remaining programs should be reformed
to improve their performance by ensuring
effective governance, allowing for better
state coordination, and giving families greater
power to choose the best preschool pro-
grams for their children.
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On the campaign trail, Barack Obama called for
$10 billion in new funding for early childhood edu-
cation programs.1 As President, he has repeated his
call for new federal spending on early childhood
education and has already signed the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009,2 which
included $5 billion in new funding for early child-
hood education and care programs.3

President Obama’s support for increased federal
spending is based on the assumption that increased
spending on early childhood education initiatives
will yield significant, long-term investments. He has
claimed, “For every dollar we invest in these pro-
grams, we get nearly $10 back in reduced welfare
rolls, fewer health care costs, and less crime.”4

However, the federal government has “invested”
federal taxpayer dollars in early childhood education
and care programs since the 1960s. Yet the promised
substantial returns have still not materialized. For
example, in fiscal year (FY) 2008, the federal govern-
ment spent $6.8 billion on Head Start, which served
more than 900,000 children at a cost of more than
$7,300 per pupil.5 However, federal evaluations of
Head Start have found little evidence that it provides
lasting benefits to participating children. Moreover,
they have found significant evidence of mismanage-
ment and poor governance.6

Head Start is just the largest of the federal gov-
ernment’s early childhood education and care pro-
grams. In 2005, the Government Accountability
Office (GAO) identified 69 federal programs that
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provide support for prekindergarten and child care.7

According to a conservative estimate, the federal
government will spend more than $25 billion on
these programs in FY 2009.1234567

Instead of creating a new federal preschool
program, Congress has a responsibility to examine
whether federal funding for preschool and child
care programs could be spent more effectively, espe-
cially given the projected federal deficits and the
growing long-term debt burden.8 This report pre-
sents an overview of the federal government’s role
in early childhood education and child care and
offers recommendations on how Congress and the
Obama Administration could reform existing pro-
grams to provide better benefits to American chil-
dren and families.

Federal Early Childhood 
Education and Care Programs

Congress is considering multiple bills that would
increase federal funding for early childhood educa-
tion and to create new federal programs. For exam-

ple, the Providing Resources Early for Kids Act of
2009 (PRE-K Act) (H.R. 702), introduced by Repre-
sentative Mazie Hirono (D–HI), would create a $1
billion Department of Education program to pro-
vide grants to states that offer state-funded pre-
school. To qualify, a state would need to meet a
number of federal requirements, including early
learning standards, teacher qualifications, and class
size.9 One purpose of the bill is to expand access to
state and federal preschool. Members have intro-
duced other bills that have similar objectives.10

However, policymakers and the American public
need to recognize that the federal government
already provides significant funding for a range of
early childhood education and care programs. At
the request of three Senators, the GAO conducted a
search of federal programs and reported that the
federal government was funding 69 prekindergar-
ten care and education programs administered by
nine agencies.11 The following is an overview of the
major federal programs for early childhood educa-
tion and child care.12
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Head Start. Since 1964, the federal government
has funded programs to provide early childhood
education and developmental services to low-
income children through the Head Start program. In
the 1990s, Head Start was expanded by creating the
Early Head Start program to serve children ages zero
through three. Head Start’s primary mission is to
improve school readiness for disadvantaged stu-
dents “by enhancing the social and cognitive devel-
opment of children through the provision of
educational, health, nutritional, social and other ser-
vices to enrolled children and families.”13 During FY
2008, Head Start received $6.9 billion and served
approximately 908,000 children at an average cost
of $7,326 per child.14 Funding for Head Start has
increased in FY 2009. For example, the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 included
$2.1 billion in additional funding for Head Start and
Early Head Start.15 President Obama’s budget calls
for a $122 million increase in FY 2010.16

Title I, Part A, of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act.17 Title I, Part A, is the second
largest federal early childhood education program
after Head Start. It largely serves students in ele-
mentary and secondary school, but provides some
assistance to preschoolers. In 2004, the Department
of Education estimated that roughly 2 percent

(300,000) of the children served by the Title I pro-
gram were preschoolers.18 In FY 2009, federal
spending has increased to $24.5 billion—a 76 per-
cent increase over FY 2008. This includes $10 bil-
lion in the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act for Title I grants to local education agencies.19

Child Care and Development Block Grant
(CCDBG). Since 1990, the federal government has
provided block grants to states to subsidize the
child care expenses of families with incomes below
85 percent of the state median. Under the CCDBG
program, eligible families are offered a voucher to
enroll their children in child care programs. States
are required to establish licensing standards for eli-
gible providers, but federal law does not dictate
these guidelines. Families are allowed to choose sec-
tarian providers.20 States are required to target a
portion of the funding to provide child care subsi-
dies for welfare recipients working toward self-suf-
ficiency. In FY 2008, the federal government spent
approximately $5 billion on the CCDBG pro-
gram,21 and the American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act authorized $2 billion in supplemental
CCDBG funding.22

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF). Through TANF, the federal government
provides block grants to states for programs to assist
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low-income families with children. States are
allowed to spend some of these funds to subsidize
child care for participating families. Total child care
spending through TANF was estimated at $2.1 bil-
lion in FY 2006, including $1.2 billion in federal
TANF funds for child care and $1.9 billion in TANF
funds transferred to the CCDBG program.23

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA). The Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act is the main federal program that supports special
education. States use a portion of the funding
received through IDEA to provide for infants and
preschoolers with disabilities. IDEA, Part C, which is
designed to serve infants and toddlers, received
$439 million in FY 2009. IDEA, Section 619, which
provides grants for preschool for disabled children,
received $374 million for FY 2009.24

Early Reading First. The U.S. Department of
Education provides early childhood education
through the Early Reading First program, which re-
ceived $113 million in FY 2009.25 Through this
competitive grant program, the department funds
programs administered by local education agencies
and other organizations that provide services de-
signed to improve school readiness of low-income
children, with a focus on reading skills.

Even Start Family Literacy Program. In FY
2009, the U.S. Department of Education will allo-
cate $66 million to the Even Start program, which
provides services to improve overall family literacy
for low-income families, including adult education,
parental training, and early education.26 The Obama
Administration requested no funds for Even Start in
its FY 2010 budget.

Social Services Block Grant (SSBG). The fed-
eral government provides benefits for day care for
children through the Social Services Block Grant
program. According to the Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS), this program received
$1.7 billion in 2007. In 2007, approximately 13.7
percent ($389 million) of SSBG funding went to
day care.27

Dependent Care Tax Credit and Dependent
Care Assistance Program. The federal government
also subsidizes child care by providing tax benefits
to taxpayers and employers for child care services.
The Dependent Care Tax Credit offers workers a
partial, nonrefundable tax credit for the costs of
caring for a dependent (including children under
the age of 13) if it is work-related.28 The Treasury
Department reported that the Dependent Care Tax
Credit reduced FY 2006 revenues by $3.1 billion.29

The Dependent Care Assistance Program, another
federal tax benefit for child care, allows employers
to exclude up to $5,000 in income from federal
taxes for payments made to dependent care assis-
tance. This benefit reduced federal revenues by an
estimated $660 million in FY 2006.30

Other Programs. The federal government sup-
ports early childhood education and child care in
ways other than direct payments or support for ser-
vices. For example, the Department of Agriculture
spent approximately $2.3 billion on the Child and
Adult Care Food Program, with much of the fund-
ing going to day care and child care programs to
provide food to 2.9 million children per day.31 In
2009, the Child Care Means Parents in School
(CAMPIS) program, which provides grants to
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higher education institutions that provide child care
for students, received $16 million.32

The federal government funds dozens of other
programs that provide or support education or care
for children under the age of five. Seven depart-
ments (Education, Agriculture, Housing and Urban
Development, Interior, Justice, Labor, and HHS),
the Appalachian Regional Commission, and the
General Services Administration have at least one
additional program each beyond those already
discussed.33

Total Spending. According to a conservative esti-
mate, total federal spending on these programs will
exceed $25 billion on federal preschool programs in
FY 2009.34 This estimate includes $5 billion in one-
time spending in the American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act and at least $20 billion in on-going
programs and tax benefits. Including the spending
for the other programs not specifically mentioned in
this paper would certainly drive the total higher,
possibly much higher.

Can These Programs Be Improved?
With federal spending on prekindergarten edu-

cation and care programs exceeding $25 billion per
year, Members of Congress and the Administration
should consider whether these resources could be
spent more effectively. Congress should begin by
examining the largest programs, including Head
Start, to determine whether they effectively prepare
economically disadvantaged children for school.

The Evidence on Head Start. Between 1965
and 2007, the federal government spent $100 bil-
lion on the Head Start program.35 The program
currently spends more than $7,300 per child
annually.36 Given this level of funding, federal
policymakers should evaluate whether the Head
Start program is accomplishing its goal of prepar-
ing low-income children to enter and succeed in
school. Regrettably, despite Head Start’s long his-
tory, only limited information is available about its
effectiveness. The information that does exist sug-
gests that much more should be done to maximize
the value that Head Start provides to the children
it serves.

In 1997, the GAO reviewed the available litera-
ture on Head Start’s impact and concluded that
“this body of research is inadequate for use in
drawing conclusions about the impact of the
national program in any area in which Head Start
provides services such as school readiness or
health-related services.”37 These findings led Con-
gress to insert a provision in the 1998 reauthoriza-
tion of Head Start requiring HHS to conduct a
national impact evaluation.38

In 2005, HHS released the first findings of the
national impact evaluation. In a random experi-
ment, it compared students who enrolled in a Head
Start program with a control group of students with
similar backgrounds who did not enroll in a Head
Start program. The evaluation reviewed four areas
of impact—cognitive, social-emotional, health, and
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97–59, April 1997, at http://www.gao.gov/archive/1997/he97059.pdf (July 6, 2009). The General Accounting Office was 
renamed the Government Accountability Office in 2004.
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parental practices—after one year in Head Start. In
the cognitive area, the evaluation found:

There are small to moderate statistically sig-
nificant positive impacts for both 3- and 4-
year-old children on several measures across
four of the six cognitive constructs, includ-
ing pre-reading, pre-writing, vocabulary, and
parent reports of students’ literacy skills.

No significant impacts were found for the
constructs oral comprehension and phono-
logical awareness or early mathematics skills
for either age group.39

The impact evaluation found modest positive
impacts in the areas of social-emotional, health, and
parental practices.40 This first-year impact study
found that participation in the Head Start program
yields modest, short-term benefits for participating
children. However, the evaluation did not show that
Head Start had narrowed the school readiness gap
between disadvantaged children and their peers or
provided lasting benefits throughout the children’s
elementary and secondary education.

Awaiting New Information. Forthcoming results
from follow-up studies should shed further light on
the program’s effectiveness. The study was sup-
posed to follow the children who participated in the
first-year evaluation into kindergarten and first
grade to assess their academic performance. In
addition, in 2006, HHS expanded the evaluation to
include a third-grade follow-up to measure how
Head Start participants performed through elemen-
tary school. Yet four years after the initial evalua-
tion, HHS has yet to release any new results.

When released, the findings from these evalua-
tions should help to determine whether Head Start
improves the school readiness of participating chil-
dren and yields long-term academic benefits. As
more information becomes available about Head
Start’s long-term impact, federal policymakers and

the public will need to judge whether the results
justify the $7,300 per-student annual expenditure.

Governance Problems. Oversight efforts sug-
gest that Head Start has also experienced significant
management and governance problems. A 2005
report from the House Committee on Education
and the Workforce reviewed three years of media
reports of financial abuses and corruption in the
Head Start program and found:

Disturbing evidence exists that an unac-
ceptable share of Head Start funding never
reaches the disadvantaged children the
money is intended to serve, and is instead
lost to financial abuse, mismanagement,
impropriety, or outright theft within the
Head Start system. There is also evidence
these abuses may be taking place at the
expense of children served by the many
law-abiding, quality grantees within the
Head Start system—grantees who too often
are put in the position of being forced to
defend the actions of the “bad apples” in the
program.41

A 2005 GAO report outlined problems in Head
Start governance and identified ways to correct
them. The GAO specifically recommended that the
Assistant Secretary for Children and Families con-
duct a comprehensive risk assessment of the Head
Start program and improve its ability to collect
information about possible risks. After completing
the assessment, the Administration for Children
and Families should use its power to terminate and
redirect grants.42

The 110th Congress reauthorized the Head Start
program and included some modest reforms that
follow the GAO’s recommendations, specifically
shortening the duration of Head Start grants to
encourage greater oversight of program administra-
tion.43 However, it remains to be seen whether
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these reforms will deliver lasting improvements in
Head Start governance.

Reforming Federal Early 
Education and Care Programs

In FY 2009, the federal government will spend
more than $25 billion on programs to support
American children’s early education and care.
Congress and the Administration have an obliga-
tion to ensure that tax dollars are spent wisely and
that the programs provide meaningful benefits to
the children and families they serve. President
Obama has publicly stated that whether a pro-
gram works should be the deciding factor in allo-
cating federal funds.44

Instead of creating a new federal preschool pro-
gram, Congress and the Administration should:

• Review the performance of federal early child-
hood education and care programs. American
taxpayers and families deserve to know that the
federal government is spending more than $25
billion annually on federal preschool and child
care programs and whether those programs are
providing meaningful and lasting benefits to the
targeted children. Experience suggests that the
government has not done enough to evaluate the
effectiveness of these programs. For example, in
1997, the GAO reported finding insufficient evi-
dence to determine whether the Head Start pro-
gram provided lasting benefits to the children it
served. Twelve years later, the question remains
unanswered. Members of Congress should press
the Department of Health and Human Services to
produce the results of the latest Head Start impact
evaluations.

• Eliminate ineffective programs and consoli-
date duplicative programs. After reviewing the
effectiveness and performance of the existing 69
federal programs, federal policymakers should
eliminate ineffective programs and consolidate
duplicative programs where appropriate. While
the missions of the various programs can differ

significantly, Congress and the Administration
should use this as an opportunity to reorganize
the programs to better meet the needs of Ameri-
can children and families.

• Reform federal programs to improve gover-
nance, coordination, and family options. After
eliminating ineffective programs and consolidat-
ing duplicative programs, Congress and the
Administration should reform remaining pro-
grams to improve their effectiveness in providing
real and lasting benefits to participating children.
Specifically, the federal government should: (1)
ensure transparency in program performance
and governance; (2) give states and local juris-
dictions more flexibility to coordinate and inte-
grate federal and state programs; and (3) increase
parental choice and options to give targeted fam-
ilies access to the best possible early childhood
education programs. Head Start’s failures in
financial management and governance highlight
the challenge of ensuring that federal funds are
well spent and used to serve targeted children.
Furthermore, states are increasingly creating
state-level preschool programs, but Head Start
restrictions, for example, prevent them from
merging or coordinating federal and state ser-
vices to ensure efficiency and maximize benefits
for participating children. Finally, federal pre-
school programs should be reformed to enable
parents of the targeted families to choose the best
early childhood education programs for their
children. For example, Head Start should be
reformed to allow families to choose the pre-
school providers that best meet their children’s
specific needs.

Conclusion
President Obama and many Members of Con-

gress are calling for a new federal preschool pro-
gram and increased spending on federal early
childhood education initiatives. Their proposals are
based on an unproven belief that increased spend-

43. Melinda Gish, “Head Start Reauthorization: A Side-by-Side Comparison of the House- and Senate-Passed Versions 
of H.R. 1429 and Current Law,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, updated November 13, 2007, at 
http://wikileaks.org/leak/crs/RL33968.pdf (July 6, 2009).

44. Obama, “Remarks by the President to the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce.”
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ing on early childhood education will yield lasting
benefits for American children. However, experi-
ence does not support this assumption. Since the
1960s, the federal government has spent more than
$100 billion of taxpayers’ money on the Head Start
program. Yet federal evaluations of the Head Start
program have reported no conclusive evidence that
Head Start yields lasting benefits.

In all, American taxpayers will spend more than
$25 billion on federal programs for early childhood

education and child care this year. Instead of creat-
ing a new federal preschool program, Congress and
the Obama Administration should eliminate, con-
solidate, and reform existing federal programs to
improve their effectiveness and maximize the bene-
fits provided to American children.

—Dan Lips is Senior Policy Analyst in Education in
the Domestic Policy Studies Department at The Heritage
Foundation.


