
If life is a race, some children begin on the starting line, some get 
a head start, and some begin far behind. If those who start out 
behind do not catch up early, they risk falling further and further 
behind. Early opportunity gaps lead to short-term differences in 
skill development, which lead to medium-term lags in educational 
achievement, which over time translate into long-term deficits in 
educational attainment, employment opportunities, and economic 
self-sufficiency.1 Providing high-quality education and support early 
in life gives the best chance for all children to succeed.

Children’s early experiences and the environment in which they 
are raised impact short-term and long-term education, health 
and labor market outcomes.2 One of the strongest environmental 
influences early in life is parental socioeconomic status (SES).3 
The consequences of the socioeconomic divide in early childhood 
experiences and environment are found in short-term and long-
term outcomes. In the short-term, children from low-income 
backgrounds are less ready for kindergarten than their wealthier 
peers.4 One study found children in the lowest 20% income bracket 
began kindergarten with academic skills 20 months behind those 
of children in the top 20% income bracket.5 Another study found 
young children in the lowest 20% income bracket had weaker 
kindergarten-entry math skills and attention skills and higher anti-
social behavior than children in the top 20% income bracket.6 

As an incremental process, education requires a strong foundation 
on which to build skills and content knowledge.7 This foundation 
is not limited only to academic preparation but also includes 
students’ development of social-emotional skills, executive function 
skills, and resilience, all of which can be developed in pre-
kindergarten.8 While students entering school behind can still catch 
up to their peers, research shows gaps in student achievement 

tend to grow over time.9 Students who are born into lower SES 
families have lower academic achievement on standardized tests 
in the K-12 system, lower high school graduation rates, and lower 
college-going rates than children born into higher SES families.10

In the long term, low kindergarten readiness–social-emotional, 
cognitive and academic–can negatively affect adult health 
and labor market outcomes. Children who enter kindergarten 
behind their peers have higher rates of mental health issues 
and substance abuse in adolescence and adulthood.11 These 
children are also more likely to have higher rates of unemployment 
and lower income as adults.12 For society, limited kindergarten 
readiness contributes to higher crime rates, greater safety net 
expenditures, and lower tax payments to the government.13 

Pre-Kindergarten in Indiana: 

An Investment in the Future
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Benefits of Pre-Kindergarten:  
“Fade-out” Versus “Catch-up”
A common argument against large-scale, fully funded pre-
kindergarten programs is “fade-out.” Fade-out refers to the concept 
of early measurable gains of pre-kindergarten students, relative 
to students who did not attend pre-kindergarten, disappearing 
as students progress through school, to the point where the 
achievement of students who attended pre-kindergarten is not 
distinguishable from students who did not attend.15 While some 
literature on pre-kindergarten supports this narrative, newer evidence 
suggests that gains can persist if a program is high quality. 

An alternative explanation to fade-out is “catch-up,” also known as 
convergence.16 Students enter kindergarten at different academic 
skill levels.  Students on the lower end of the readiness and 
achievement spectrum may receive extra attention, remediation, or 
even costly special education interventions to help them catch up.17 
In this alternative catch-up explanation, it is not pre-kindergarten 
students whose academic achievement declines, but rather lower-
performing students who did not participate in pre-kindergarten 
catching up to their peers. Because classrooms are comprised 
of students of mixed ability levels, teachers may differentiate 
instruction to meet the needs of less prepared students at the 
expense of more prepared students.18  

Recent studies find differing results regarding fade-out. A study 
of Tennessee’s system found that literacy, language, and math 
gains made by pre-kindergarten students faded out, relative to 
students who did not participate, by kindergarten and first grade.19 
In contrast, persistent effects were found for both low SES and high 
SES students through fifth grade for participants, relative to non-
participants, in North Carolina’s system.20 

One explanation for the difference in findings between the North 
Carolina study and the Tennessee study is the differences in the 
quality of the systems. A December 2016 study conducted by the 
National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) evaluated 
state and local pre-kindergarten programs in a framework of 15 
essential elements for high-quality.21 According to this framework, 
the North Carolina system fully met seven elements and partially 
met eight elements, making it one of the highest-rated programs 
in the study. In contrast, Tennessee fully met six elements, partially 
met four elements, and did not meet five elements, putting it in the 
middle of the reviewed programs. 

Academic Benefits of Pre-Kindergarten
In addition to the North Carolina study, several other studies 
found that academic gains for pre-kindergarten students persist 
to the highest grade included in each study. A 2016 study of 
a pre-kindergarten program in Tulsa, Oklahoma found that 
math achievement gains persisted through eighth grade for all 
students combined, white students, Hispanic students, and low 
SES students.22 In a follow-up study of the New Jersey Abbott 
pre-kindergarten program, participants in fourth and fifth grades 
continued to have academic gains in language arts and literacy, 
math, and science.23 One study of Georgia’s pre-kindergarten 
program found math and reading gains lasted through fourth 
grade.24

An additional benefit of pre-kindergarten is a reduction in grade 
retention for participants.25 The New Jersey study found a reduction 
in the likelihood of in-grade retention by 40% for pre-kindergarten 
participants, relative to non-participants.26 North Carolina pre-
kindergarten participants had lower retention rates in grades 
3-5, relative to their non-participating peers.27 In Michigan, pre-
kindergarteners had a 12% lower rate of repeating at least one
grade than students who did not participate in pre-kindergarten.28

Research shows that grade retention can be harmful to students’
short-term and long-term academic achievement, particularly
for the likelihood of a retained student graduating high school.29

In Indiana, 5% of kindergarten students were retained in 2016.30

Across Indiana the kindergarten retention rate varies by county
between 0% and 23%, with 54 counties above the state average.31

Students who participate in pre-kindergarten also have a lower
incidence of being designated as needing special education and
receiving those services.32 By reducing the number of children
receiving special education and repeating kindergarten, cost
savings are realized and achievement gaps narrow.33

In addition to these advantages, the academic benefit of pre-K 
shows up again at high school graduation. Pre-kindergarten 
participants are more likely to graduate from high school than 
nonparticipants.34 A benefit-cost analysis estimates that the 
benefits of graduating from high school for participants over 
the participant’s lifetime is $13,521 for the individual, $5,767 
for taxpayers, and $6,695 for society, for a total of $25,983. 
Pre-kindergarten is also associated with higher rates of college 
attendance.35

Impact of “Soft Skills” from 
Pre-Kindergarten
The benefits of pre-kindergarten extend beyond academic 
achievement in the K-12 education system. By accelerating the 
rate at which neural connections form, pre-kindergarten nurtures 
growth when the brain is most “plastic” and able to develop its 
architecture.36 This, in turn, leads to better mental health outcomes 
in both the short term and long term.37 Pre-kindergarten is 
associated with less negative internalizing behavior (e.g. anxiety 
and depression) and reducing negative externalizing behavior 
(e.g. behavior problems) in childhood.38 Improving mental health 
helps children to better navigate the K-12 school system, leading to 
positive educational and labor force outcomes.

Pre-kindergarten is also effective at developing “soft” skills, such as 
social-emotional skills,39 executive function skills,40 and resilience.41 
These skills are critical for student success in school and in the 
workplace. Social-emotional skills include self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 
decision-making.42 Executive functions refer to skills related to 
working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive or mental 
flexibility.43 Executive functions build children’s capability to retain 
and use new information, focus attention, control impulses, and 
make plans. Resilience is a positive, adaptive response in the face 
of adversity.44 Developed in early in life, these skills can contribute 
to positive outcomes later in life for education, employment, 
criminal activity, substance abuse, and mental health.45 
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In addition to enhancing personal well-being, soft skills are in 
demand in the workplace. In a survey of 291 hiring managers 
from a range of industries, 59% responded that soft skills were 
“difficult” to find, compared to 53% for hard skills.46 The same 
survey found a lack of soft skills among candidates was “limiting 
their company’s productivity.” According to the Pew Research 
Center, most American workers depend more on soft skills than 
on technical skills for their jobs.47 Half of employed adults say it is 
extremely important that they have interpersonal skills to do their 
job, and 46% say it is extremely important that they have critical 
thinking skills. Pre-kindergarten can help close the soft skills gap in 
the labor force. In addition to the academic and personal benefits, 
pre-kindergarten is a long-term workforce development strategy.

Economics of Pre-Kindergarten
Early childhood education is associated with cost savings for 
special education, remediation and in-grade retention.49 In Indiana, 
a one-dollar investment in early childhood education is estimated 
to return a benefit of $3.83 to $4.00. For each dollar invested in 
high-quality pre-kindergarten in Indiana, there is an estimated 12% 
reduction in special education status and an estimated 18% 
reduction in remediation and grade repetition. For lifetime 
earnings, there is a $3.09 return per dollar invested on participants 
from families with low incomes and a $2.79 return for students 
from relatively high-income families. Depending on the type of 
state-funded pre-kindergarten, Indiana could expect a reduction of 
lifetime crime costs for each age cohort ranging from $63 million 
to $162 million. 

The Indiana assessment of the benefits and costs of early 
childhood education are similar to a meta-analytic review of49 state 
and district programs across the nation.50 The meta-analysis found 
that for every dollar spent on early childhood education there was 
a return of $4.20. The typical benefits ($29,210) minus the typical 
costs of a state or district program ($6,974) leads to a net present 
value of $22,236, with 91% odds of a positive net present value. 
The benefits were realized through crime reduction, increased 
earnings via high school graduation, reduced K-12 grade repetition 
and special education service provision, and health care costs via 
education.

Barriers to Early Childhood Education 
Participation in Indiana 
Despite the well-established cognitive, academic achievement and 
later life benefits of pre-kindergarten, participation in Indiana’s 
pre-kindergarten system is not fully realized. There are two primary 
barriers to participation in high-quality pre-kindergarten in the 
state: cost and access. In 2016, the average cost of high-quality 
pre-kindergarten care was $7,824, representing 39% of the income 
for a family of three with one child at the federal poverty line.51 For 
a family at the median income ($49,255), the average cost of high-
quality preschool care consumed 15.9% of family income.52 With 
23.2% of children ages 0-5 in poverty, Indiana ranks 21st out of 50 
states and the District of Columbia in the child poverty rate.53 

In addition to the academic and 
personal benefits, pre-kindergarten  
is a long-term workforce 
development strategy.
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In Indiana, there is limited access to high-quality seats, as 
defined by the state. An estimated 2 in 3 children ages 0-5 live in 
households where all parents work (66%), making it likely these 
children will need some form of formal or informal care.54 Of the 
130,321 children who were enrolled in known early care and 
childhood education programs, 44,933 children were enrolled in 
a high-quality program (34%). Only 13% of children likely in need 
of care were enrolled in a high-quality program. Enrollment in 
high-quality programs for children in need of care varies across the 
state. Nine counties have no children enrolled, 56 counties have 
fewer than 10% enrolled, 21 counties have 10%-20% enrolled, 
five counties have 20%-30% enrolled, and one county has greater 
than 30% enrollment in high quality programs. The combination of 
high cost and limited access to high-quality seats limits the state’s 
ability to improve the lives of all children and close the opportunity 
gap. 

Elements of High-quality Early  
Childhood Education Systems
Indiana currently funds two pilot pre-kindergarten programs: On My 
Way Pre-K (OMW) and Early Education Matching Grants (EEMG). 
In School Year 2016, 1,585 young children whose families were at 
or below 127% of the federal poverty line participated in a high-
quality, state-funded early childhood education program through 
OMW. OMW students receive vouchers for up to $6,800 to attend a 
high-quality early childhood education program, as defined by the 
state, in one of five counties. For the EEMG program, programs may 
receive $3,400 for full-day or $2,400 for part-day pre-kindergarten 
per participating child, and must match dollar-for-dollar the amount 
awarded.55 In School Year 2016, 540 children enrolled in the EEMG 
program.

Researchers at Indiana University are currently conducting an 
evaluation of EEMG, and Purdue University researchers are 
currently evaluating OMW. Preliminary results from the OMW 
evaluation found participants gained skills from fall to spring at a 
higher rate than their peers, including language comprehension, 
early literacy, executive functioning and a reduction of behavior 
problems.56 Initial findings from the EEMG suggest participating 
children made substantial gains in kindergarten readiness.57

NIEER has evaluated the quality of Indiana’s two pilot pre-
kindergarten programs based on a framework of 15 essential 
elements. Indiana fully meets five elements, partially meets six 
elements, and does not meet four elements. The areas in which 
Indiana does not meet the standards are: a well-educated and 
well-compensated teaching force, an adult-child ratio of 1:11, 

at least a full school day is provided, and high-quality teaching. 
Indiana partially meets the standards in the following areas: 
political will, effective curriculum, strong supports for special 
needs children, strong support for dual language students, and 
professional development for staff.

Recommendations
All Indiana four year olds should have the opportunity to benefit 
from high quality pre-k programs. Following are successful action 
steps and strategies that states have adopted to increase quality 
and access. Ideally, our state will incorporate all of these elements 
as we build a sustainable system that creates individual and 
societal benefits. 

• Maximizing return on investment by initially focusing on 
providing pre-kindergarten to the neediest students. Research 
shows pre-kindergarten has a greater effect on lower SES 
children than higher SES children.58 Continuing to provide 
state-funded programs for low-income children will maximize 
the return on investment from those programs. A means-tested 
program also helps to close the opportunity gap and improve 
equity for children who begin life at a disadvantage. In the long-
term, the system should build access over time to accommodate 
students at all income levels.

• Incorporating kindergarten readiness into the state’s quality 
rating system. Although Indiana does not currently have a 

The combination of high cost and 
limited access to high-quality 
seats limits the state’s ability to 
improve the lives of all children 
and close the opportunity gap.
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consistent way to measure a child’s kindergarten readiness, 
the quality rating system could be updated to reflect the 
latest research on the relationship between features of quality 
programs and student kindergarten readiness.

• Adopting a uniform, statewide kindergarten readiness 
assessment. The assessment will help teachers better 
understand the needs of their incoming students, and help the 
state assess the quality of the programs from which students 
come. The assessment should be age-appropriate and include 
social-emotional, cognitive, and pre-academic skills.

• Dedicating funding to grow and improve Indiana’s existing 
pre-kindergarten infrastructure. Indiana has gaps in its pre-
kindergarten infrastructure, including capacity building, 
coaching, assessment, and data management.59 For stable 
and sustainable growth of Indiana’s pre-kindergarten system, 
additional financial inputs are needed to enhance the existing 
infrastructure and create new features that have been found to 
be critical for high-quality systems.60

• Developing a long-term strategic plan. Kindergarten readiness for 
all children will not happen overnight. Indiana should develop a 
10-year plan that includes steps toward:

- Access for all children, beginning with the neediest and moving 
up the income scale

- Increased capacity to match increased demand (seats for all 
children)

- Steadily improving quality, and more high-quality programs

- A sustainable, highly qualified and adequately compensated 
early childhood workforce.

Resources
National Institute for Early Childhood Research (NIEER):  
http://nieer.org/

Center on Enriching Early Learning Outcomes (CEELO):  
http://ceelo.org/ 

Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University:  
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/ 

Indiana Early Learning Advisory Committee (ELAC):  
http://www.elacindiana.org/ 

Early Learning Indiana (ELI):  
https://www.earlylearningin.org/

IYI Resources

The latest data is at your fingertips with IYI’s Data Center. Search statistics and gather data to improve your program planning and 
grant writing or, request customized data. Go to www.iyi.org/data.

Get the most comprehensive overview of children’s well-being in Indiana. Download the Kids Count in 
Indiana Data Book at www.iyi.org/databook.

Want in-depth information on youth? Check out the free resources at IYI’s Virginia Beall Ball Library.  
We will mail you the library materials and include a postage paid return envelope.  
Go to www.iyi.org/library for details.

Text the word “grad” plus your or your student’s high school graduation year to 69979 to receive free, 
grade-specific text reminders about test and application deadlines and other great tips for college and 
career readiness.

Looking for training on youth issues? IYI provides regional trainings and free webinars on youth 
development and nonprofit management. Go to https://www.iyi.org/professional-development/trainings 
for details.

Need one-on-one assistance with planning, evaluating, or expanding your organization? Benefit from IYI’s  
Consulting Services and receive professional help at affordable hourly rates – discounted far below market value.  
Go to www.iyi.org/consulting-services for details.

603 East Washington Street, Suite 800 
Indianapolis, IN 46204

317-396-2700  |  800-343-7060

www.iyi.org

Issue Briefs are short, easy-to-read reports on critical youth 
trends.To see past issues, go to: www.iyi.org/issuebriefs

http://nieer.org/
http://ceelo.org/
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/
http://www.elacindiana.org/
https://www.earlylearningin.org/
http://www.iyi.org/data
http://www.iyi.org/databook
http://www.iyi.org/library
https://www.iyi.org/professional-development/trainings
http://www.iyi.org/consulting-services
http://www.iyi.org
http://trends.To
http://www.iyi.org/issuebriefs
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