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In November, Senator Tom Harkin (D–IA) and 
Representative George Miller (D–CA) introduced 

the Strong Start for America’s Children Act (S. 1697 
and H.R. 3461), which would create a federal pre-
school program for all four-year-old children from 
low- to moderate-income families in the country. It 
mirrors President Obama’s call for a new $75 billion 
federal preschool program.1

Policymakers at every level of government should 
exercise caution when it comes to establishing feder-
al or state preschool programs. Evidence from exist-
ing programs raises doubts about their efficacy—not 
to mention the significant costs to taxpayers.

Strong Start for America’s Children Act. The 
Harkin–Miller proposal would provide billions in 
federal grants to help states grow center-based pre-
school programs for three- and four-year-olds and 
require states to match the federal funding. Initial-
ly, states would be required to provide a 10 percent 
match of their federal grant, growing to 100 percent 
in year eight and thereafter.

States must also have a “comprehensive early 
learning assessment system” that “organizes infor-
mation about the process and context of young chil-
dren’s learning and development to help early child-
hood educators make informed instructional and 

programmatic decisions.” This system must include, 
among other things, “measures of the quality of 
adult-child interactions.” 

States must also:

nn Establish or plan to establish “early learning and 
development standards that describe what chil-
dren from birth to kindergarten entry should 
know and be able to do,” 

nn Implement performance measures for obesity 
prevention programs, 

nn Ensure that preschool teachers have comparable 
salaries to teachers in the K–12 system, and 

nn Increase the number of preschool teachers with 
bachelor’s degrees in early childhood education.

Once a state establishes universal preschool for 
every four-year-old under 200 percent of the federal 
poverty line, it may then use federal funds to extend 
eligibility to three-year-old children.

New Spending Financed by Taxpayers. The 
Harkin–Miller proposal would cost federal taxpay-
ers roughly $26.8 billion in the first five years and 

“such sums as may be necessary” thereafter. This 
figure does not include taxpayer obligations for the 
state matches. So not only will taxpayers be on the 
hook for billions in new federal spending, but the 

“federal-state partnership” obligates taxpayers to 
finance billions more in new state spending. 

It is also likely that a new large-scale government 
preschool program will crowd out private preschool 
providers by encouraging participation in “free” 
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government programs and by threatening to over-
regulate private providers that opt in to the federal 
program. For example, a provider that is not a local 
public school but enrolls students through the subsi-
dized program must “enter into strong partnerships” 
with the local public school district.

Not Supported by the Evidence. The legisla-
tive text of the Harkin–Miller proposals notes that 

“research has consistently demonstrated that invest-
ments in high-quality programs that serve infants 
and toddlers better positions [sic] those children for 
success in elementary, secondary, and postsecond-
ary education as well as helping children develop 
the critical physical, emotional, social, and cognitive 
skills that they will need for the rest of their lives.”

Yet in a December 2012 evaluation, the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services (HHS) came to 
the exact opposite conclusion about the federal gov-
ernment’s largest preschool program: Head Start. 
HHS released an evaluation of more than 5,000 chil-
dren participating in Head Start and found that the 
$8 billion annual program had little to no impact 
on cognitive, social-emotional, health, or parenting 
practices of participants.2

In August 2013, Vanderbilt University released 
an evaluation demonstrating that children who 
went through Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-K (TN-
VPK) Program actually performed worse on cogni-
tive tasks at the end of first grade than did the con-
trol group.3

TN-VPK operates through local competitive 
grants and collaboration with other organizations, 
such as Head Start providers. The program offers 
full-day, subsidized pre-kindergarten for four-year-
olds from low-income families. Vanderbilt’s study 
(funded in part by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion) used a randomized control design to assess two 

cohorts of students from the 2009–2010 and 2010–
2011 school years—approximately 3,000 four-year-
olds. Children admitted to the study were selected 
through a lottery process.

Vanderbilt researchers found that by the end of 
the kindergarten year, gains that had accrued to 
participants had diminished, and by the end of first 
grade, there was only one statistically significant 
difference between the TN-VPK group and the con-
trol group out of eight measures:

Similarly, at the end of first grade, there were no 
statistically significant differences between TN-
VPK participants and nonparticipants on [com-
bined achievement in literacy, language, and 
math] with one exception. There was a significant 
difference that favored the nonparticipant group 
on the Quantitative Concepts subscale.4

Dubious Claims of a “Return on Investment.” 
The Obama Administration and those in favor of 
expanding government preschool programs often 
state that “high quality” preschool returns seven 
dollars in for every one dollar “invested.”5 Yet the 
seven-to-one return on investment figure appears to 
be drawn from a nearly half-century-old preschool 
evaluation conducted with a treatment group con-
taining just five dozen highly at-risk children: the 
Perry Preschool Project.

The Perry Preschool Project was conducted 
more than 50 years ago in Ypsilanti, Michigan, and 
tracked more than 123 low-income children. Just 
58 “at risk” children were assigned to the treatment 
group, which included high-intervention preschool 
services, weekly home visits, and parental group 
meetings. Perry researchers followed participants 
through age 40 and found that children in the treat-
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ment group were less likely to have been arrested 
five or more times and were more likely to have grad-
uated high school and be employed than the control 
group. Those findings led Perry researchers to claim 
a $7.16 return on every dollar invested.

Despite these claims, the findings from the Perry 
Preschool Project have never been replicated in 
state preschool programs. To make generalizations 
from this small, high-intervention program to a 
large-scale program would require what researcher 
Russ Whitehurst of the Brookings Institution calls 

“prodigious leaps of faith.”6 
The type of large-scale government preschool 

program the Obama Administration seeks is more 
likely to resemble Head Start than Perry. Moreover, 
the recently released evaluation from Vanderbilt 
University sheds more doubts about the efficacy of 
government pre-k.

High Cost, No Real Benefit. Proposals to 
increase federal spending on early childhood edu-
cation and care would add to Washington’s existing 

labyrinth of preschool programs. According to the 
Government Accountability Office, the federal gov-
ernment already operates 45 such programs today.7 
Those programs are spread across multiple federal 
agencies and cost taxpayers more than $20 billion 
annually.8 Moreover, more than three-quarters of 
the nation’s four-year-olds are already enrolled in 
some form of preschool, raising questions about 
demand for new federal spending and programs.

Policymakers at every level should exercise cau-
tion when considering expanding government pre-
school. The cost to taxpayers and lack of evidence of 
long-term impacts on children demand as much.

—Lindsey Burke is Will Skillman Fellow for 
Education and Brittany Corona is a Research 
Assistant in Domestic Policy Studies at The Heritage 
Foundation.
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