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Early Childhood Education: What the Empirical Studies Show

By Scott A. Woodruff, Esq.,

and HSLDA Legal Staff

Benefits Do Not Endure

According to a comprehensive, rigorous study (released October 2012) by the

Department of Health and Human Services, which operates Head Start,

Looking across the full study period, from the beginning of Head Start through 3rd grade,
the evidence is clear that access to Head Start ... had few impacts on children in
kindergarten through 3rd grade....

In summary, there were initial positive impacts from having access to Head Start, but by
the end of 3rd grade there were very few impacts found for either cohort in any of the
four domains of cognitive, social-emotional, health and parenting practices. The few
impacts that were found did not show a clear pattern of favorable or unfavorable impacts
for children.!

According to Dr. Elizabeth Cascio, assistant professor of economics at Dartmouth
College, state funding of universal kindergarten has “no discernible impact on many of the long-
term outcomes desired by policymakers, including grade retention, public assistance receipt,
employment, and earnings,” including “no positive effects for African Americans, despite
comparable increases in their enrollment in public kindergartens after implementation of the
initiatives. These findings suggest that even large investments in universal early-childhood
education programs do not necessarily yield clear benefits, especially for more disadvantaged

students.”

“Despite considerable taxpayer investments for universal preschool in Georgia [1993]
and Oklahoma [1998] [the first states to push universal preschool], neither state has experienced

significant improvement in students’ academic achievement.
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After reviewing 210 research reports in 1985, the Head Start Synthesis Project reported
that “in the long-run, cognitive and socioemotional test scores of former Head Start students do
not remain superior to those of disadvantaged children who did not attend Head Start.™

After a careful six-year study of 35,000 children, Durham University reported that early
education programs did not improve the development and skills of children entering primary
school.®

According to Dr. Matthew Ladner’s 2007 study, the academic benefits of full-day
kindergarten disappear by the 5th grade.®

According to Lisa Snell, director of education and child welfare at the Reason Foundation
(Los Angeles, CA), most research “indicates that the academic effects of early education
programs disappear soon after children leave the programs.™?

The National Center for Education Statistic’s Early Childhood Longitudinal Study of
22,000 children showed that by the end of the 3rd grade, there was no academic difference
between children who attended kindergarten part time and those who attended full time.2

“New Jersey’s significant investment in universal preschool in low-income Abbott
districts has had zero effect to date on the bottom line of 4th-grade reading scores for
disadvantaged children.”®

In reference to the 24 percent graduation rate in Detroit Public Schools, Lisa Snell wrote:
“Michigan is considering investing hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars each year in a
program whose benefits disappear by 3rd grade to solve education problems that come after the
3rd grade.”?

According to a 1969 Westinghouse Learning Corporation study, the benefits of Head
Start programs tend to fade out by 2nd or 3rd grade !

According to a 1987 study of almost 15,000 Philadelphia children, the academic
achievement test scores of children who attended Head Start were no different than those who
did not by the time they reached the 3rd through 6th grade.!2

According to a 1988 University of Delaware study, the cognitive development of children
who attended a Head Start center was the same as those who did not.12

High-Intervention Programs Cannot be Replicated

Two high-intervention, small-scale programs have showed lasting gains, Perry Preschool
(1962) and Abecedarian (1972). However, when states have tried to scale these programs up, the
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long-term gains disappear. The gains from the small, “boutique™ programs cannot be replicated
on a large scale. !4

The Peabody Research Institute of Vanderbilt University conducted a study (2015) in
which 770 children were assigned to participate in state-funded full day pre-k program and 300
were assigned to not participate. By the end of kindergarten, the children who had not
participated had caught up academically with those who had. By the end of second and third
grade, however, the children who had participated actually scored lower on literacy, language
and math than those who had not.12

The 2004 Perry Preschool Study by Lawrence J. Schweinhart, Ph.D., noted that reported
results of narrowly focused and highly controlled experimental preschool programs, such as
Perry Preschool are “seldom if ever achieved in state preschool programs” such as open-
enrollment universal preschool.t

The Scope Perry Preschool study, often cited as proof that early education brings lasting
gains, has been criticized for (i) study design problems, (ii) small sample size, (iii) introduction
of systematic bias related to destruction of the experimental design, and (iv) suspect conclusions

related to failure to take into account long-term life and environmental circumstances.!’

The Hewitt Foundation reported, “The Stanford ECE [Early Childhood Education] public
policy research team, which worked in this field for a number of years, could not find a single
state that had early school mandates based on replicable research.”8

Behavior, Academic Problems from Early Education and Preschool

“Prekindergarten increases reading and mathematics skills at school entry, but also
increases behavioral problems and reduces self-control. Furthermore, the effects of
prekindergarten on skills largely dissipate by the spring of 1st grade, although the behavioral
effects do not.”?

The National Bureau of Economic Research published a paper (2015) showing that after
Quebec created universal low-cost child care for children from age 0 to age 4 beginning in 1997,
the children involved had increased levels of crime, aggression and hyperactivity and worsened
health and lower life satisfaction long term. There was no consistent impact in academic
performance. 2

The RAND Corporation reported in 2006 that a study of almost 7,900 students found that
“full-day kindergarten programs may actually be detrimental to mathematics and nonacademic

readiness skills.”2

After Quebec introduced virtually free daycare for children in the range of birth through
age 4, researchers found (2005) striking evidence that the children placed in this daycare had
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worse health and behavior, were more aggressive and had lower motor skills. It also led to
negative impacts on the parents and parenting. It produced more hostile and less consistent
parenting, lower quality parental relationships, and lower parental health.2

“In Oklahoma, 4th-grade reading test scores have declined since 1998 when the state first
1.7&

implemented universal preschoo

“Despite increased investments in preschool for disadvantaged children ... in 1998, 56
percent of free-lunch eligible students scored below basic on the NAEP; by 2005, 57 percent ...
scored below basic.”2*

The longer a child is enrolled in Head Start rather than being at home, the worse his
behavior upon entering kindergarten.?>

According to Dr. Susan Loeb, “We find that attendance in preschool centers, even for
short periods of time each week, hinders the rate at which young children develop social skills
and display the motivation to engage classroom tasks, as reported by their kindergarten
teachers.” This lack of development of social skills involved three specific areas: “children’s
externalizing behaviors (such as, aggression, bullying, acting up), interpersonal skills (such as,
sharing and cooperation), and self control in engaging classroom tasks.”2

Children in academically oriented preschool programs perform significantly worse in
school in the long run than others, according to the research of Dr. Rebecca Marcon,
developmental psychologist and professor of psychology at the University of North Florida.Z

Dr. David Elkind, professor of child development at Tufts University,?® wrote: “There is
really no evidence that early formal institutionalization brings any lasting or permanent benefits
for children. By contrast, the risk to the child’s motivation, intellectual growth, and self-esteem
could well do serious damage to the child’s emerging personality. It is reasonable to conclude
that the early instruction of young children derives more from the need and priorities of adults
than from what we know of good pedagogy for young children.”?

Dr. David Elkind, professor of child development at Tufts University, wrote: “When we
instruct children in academic subjects ... at too early an age, we miseducate them; we put them at
risk for short-term stress and long-term personality damage ... . There is no evidence that such
early instruction has lasting benefits, and considerable evidence that it can do lasting harm.””3

According to Dr. David Elkind, “Hurried children ... constitute many of the young
people experiencing school failure, those involved in delinquency and drugs, and those who are
committing suicide.”! '

Dr. Raymond Moore?? said: “What the child needs most to grow well is a warm one-to-
one relationship with a parent (or parent figure) who is always there to comfort and guide him.
During the first crucial eight years, home should be the child’s only nest and parents the teachers
of their children.”?
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Delaying School Entry From Age 6 to 7 Reduces Inattention, Hyperactivity Long Term

Dr. Thomas S. Dee (Stanford University Center for Education Policy Analysis)
conducted a study of 35,000 Danish children and found that delaying entry into school from age
6 to age 7 was strongly linked to a large long-term reduction in hyperactivity and inattention and
an increase in self-regulation. The increase in self-regulation was as large or larger than the gap
typically found between boys and girls, and the gap typically found between children of low-
income families and high-income families. Put another way, a delay of one year can help a boy
to have as much self-regulation as a girl, or a child from a poor family to have as much self-
regulation as a child from a wealthy family.24

Boys, Girls, Not Ready for Institutional Education at the Same Time

Dr. Leonard Sax, M.D., Ph.D., wrote in his book Boys Adrift, that physiologically boys’
brains and girls’ brains develop differently. For instance, the parts of the brain most involved in
integrating information (i.e. sight, touch, taste, smell, hearing) develop in girls at a rate roughly
two years ahead of boys.?2 A 2006 Educational Horizons article explains that this more rapid
development of the left hemisphere of the brain in girls enables them to learn to read and write
earlier than boys. “Its primary responsibility is auditory processing and verbal expression, such
as listening, speaking, and writing.” However, the right hemisphere, which develops sooner in
boys, “has the primary responsibility for visual-spatial and visual-motor activities, such as [are
used in] sports, architecture, sculpture, painting, and carpentry.”2¢

In a study of 1st- through 6th-graders it was noted that 70% of readers with visual,
perceptual, or refractive problems were boys.?? Stanley Krippner’s research showed that boys
make up 90% of disabled readers.?® This is supported by Bickel & Maynard in their 2004 paper
on “No Child Left Behind.”®

Replicated research has consistently demonstrated that on the average girls develop
formal academic skills at an earlier age than boys.*® Many studies suggest that the decreased self
esteem experienced by boys has resulted in much of their antisocial and delinquent behavior.
This can be traced to the failures in their early school experiences due to their comparatively
slower development.®!

Too Early School May Cause Lifelong Vision Problems

According to the American Optometric Association, “There is ... growing evidence that
nearsightedness may be caused by the stress of too much close vision work. It normally first
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occurs in school-age children. Since the eye continues to grow during childhood, nearsightedness
generally develops before age 20.7%

Dr. Chen Tzay-jinn,2 director-general of the Health Promotion Bureau under the
Department of Health in Taiwan, observed, “The growth of nearsightedness among young
children is thought to result from learning to read very young and using computers very
young.”** Lin Lung-kuang, ophthalmology professor at National Taiwan University, said,
“Myopia cannot be cured. We have to prevent children from becoming nearsighted. Don’t let
them use their vision too early.”*

Multiple studies over a period of 100 years, beginning in the late 1800s, demonstrate that
close eye work can result in astigmatism and myopia, especially close eye work by young
children. For example, E.W. Adams, OD, summarized a report to the Optometric Research
Institute: “that in the 1st and 2nd grades very little astigmatism is found, but after these two
beginning grades each successive grade up to about the 6th increases the percentage of
astigmatism; after the 6th the percentage remains about the same.”*®

Studies in Japan and Alaska strongly indicate that the introduction of compulsory
education, with the attendant close work required of young children, has resulted in significant
increases of cases of myopia in those societies.*?

Henry Hilgartner, MD, in a 1963 paper to the Texas Medical Society, noted that
children’s eyes, up to about the age of 8 or 9, are more plastic than older eyes, and the outer
covering of the eye (sclera) can be distorted by undue strain. Until a youngster’s eyes have
developed more, they should not read much. This also means that brighter children could have a
greater risk if they are in a regular reading program before they are 8 years old.*®

Information in a pamphlet distributed by a Southern California optometry clinic explains
that “Myopia may simply develop as a result of excessive near work and excessive near work
may simply mean going to school.” “Consider the following statistics: only 4% of our 8 year-
olds are nearsighted, whereas over 60% of our college students are nearsighted.”*2

Educator Dr. John Dewey, Ph.D., was aware that children’s eyes develop first to look at
larger objects and at a distance. In 1898 he reported that when children have to focus on close
work or small objects over extended periods of time, unnecessary stress and strain would
develop. According to Dewey, children should not be required to engage in this type of work
until about 8 years of age.>!
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