
Overview (Continued)

Table 1: Impacts of Early Childhood Programs
Program Overall Outcomes Cognitive/

School
Emotional/
Behavioral

Health/ 
Safety

Outcomes 
for Parents

Long-Term Outcomes

State Pre- K

See Pages  
4-8

Clear positive impacts 
on cognitive skills (size 
of impacts ranging from 
large to small across stud-
ies), with some evidence 
of small negative impact 
on behavior, according 
to studies that use rigous 
methods, though not 
random-assignment. 

++ (-) (No data.( (No data.( Largely unknown; one 
study suggests impacts 
fade substantially after 1-2 
years of elementary school 
except among low-income 
children. 

Head Start

See Pages 
9-13

Small positive impacts 
across many domains, 
according to large, 
nationally representa-
tive, random-assignment 
evaluation.  Earlier lit-
erature also finds positive 
impacts.

+ + + + Much of the earlier litera-
ture suggests that impacts 
fade out after a few years 
of elementary school, but 
some analyses find enduring 
positive effects. 

Early Head 
Start

See Pages 
14-17

Small positive impacts 
across many domains, 
according to large 
random-assignment 
evaluation.  

+ + + + Many impacts observed at 
age three are still present 
at age five; longer-term ef-
fects unknown.  One study 
projects long-term benefits, 
but not of sufficient size for 
a positive benefit-cost ratio.  

Model Early 
Childhood 
Programs

See Pages 
18-22

Moderate to large posi-
tive impacts, particu-
larly on cognitive and 
behavioral outcomes, 
many of which persist 
to adulthood, according 
to rigorous evaluations 
of Abecedarian, Perry 
Preschool, and Chicago 
Child-Parent Centers. 

+++ ++ + + Lengthy follow-up data 
provides strong evidence of 
some long-lasting effects 
(e.g., on education, earn-
ings, crime in adolescence 
and adulthood), although 
most differences in IQ and 
achievement tests diminish 
after a few years of elemen-
tary school. Estimated 
benefit-cost ratios range 
from 3:1 to 17:1. 

Nurse Home 
Visiting 

See Pages 
23-28

Small positive impacts, 
many of which persist 
through middle to late 
childhood, according to 
three random-assignment 
evaluations. 

+ + + + Follow-up data provides 
strong evidence of lasting 
impacts (e.g., on school 
achievement, crime, and 
subsequent births). Esti-
mated benefit-cost ratios of 
about 3:1.

KEY: (-) small negative impacts;    + small positive impacts;    ++ medium-sized positive impacts;  
   +++ large positive impacts;    See Research Briefs for more details.

1  Comparisons of program impacts across the different programs shown in Table 1 can be problematic because of many differences in evaluation 
methods.  For example, the programs serve different populations of young children, the evaluations use different measures of cognitive skills, 
and there are differences in the extent to which children not assigned to the specific child intervention gain access to other early childhood ser-
vices in the local community.  Despite these caveats, available evidence suggests that state pre-kindergarten programs and model programs have 
larger impacts on cognitive skills than Head Start, Early Head Start and Nurse Home Visiting programs.
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