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High-Quality Early Care and Education
Helps Drive Children’s Path to Success
and Protects Public Safety

Well-qualified, adequately compensated teaching staff help set young
children on the path to successful adulthood




The law enforcement leaders of Fight
Crime: Invest in Kids in Pennsylvania
recognize that high-quality early care and
education programs are a powerful way to
help give kids a strong start in life and
support positive outcomes as they grow.
Research backs that up: studies show that
children in challenging circumstances who
attend high-quality preschool programs are
more likely to succeed in school and less
likely to become involved in the justice
system later in life than children who do not
have the same opportunity. To have an
impact, programs must be high-quality to
help children develop the critical skills
needed for success in school and life.

FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS

High-quality early childhood programs
share certain key features, including highly
qualified teachers, developmentally
appropriate standards and curricula,
appropriate teacher-child ratios, small class
sizes, monitoring and quality-improvement
systems, and screening and referral to
needed services. Among the most
fundamental of these quality features are
highly qualified, well-trained, and
adequately compensated teachers. Our
state and federal policymakers must
continue to address the needs of the early
childhood workforce to expand access to
early learning programs that help ensure
children can reach their full potential, free
from the pitfalls of delinquency and crime.



High-Quality Early Education:
A Path to Less Crime

All too often, risk factors for later
involvement in a path toward crime can
emerge in the early years of a child’s life.
However, research shows that high-quality
early childhood education (ECE) can
support more positive life trajectories,
particularly for children who face
compounding challenges.

1) Better school outcomes:

+ Ready for school: Boston’s pre-k
program improved mathematics,
literacy, and language skills among
participating children equivalent to
seven months of additional learning,
compared with children who did not
attend." State pre-k programs are
also reporting similar important
improvements in academic skKills
among the children who attend their
programs.??

« Not held back in school: Participants
in Michigan’s state pre-k, the Great
Start Readiness Program, were held
back in school 51% less often than
non-participants.* New Jersey’s pre-k
program found its children were held
back 40% less often.> Children who
participated in the New Mexico
preschool program were 50% less
likely to be held back a grade in
school.®

+ Increases in reading and math
scores that persist: A study of
Pennsylvania’s Pre-K Counts
program found that in kindergarten,
children who had attended the
program had significantly higher
levels of language and math skills
compared to children who did not

attend.” North Carolina’s Smart Start
and More at Four initiatives to
improve early education found that
the children in counties that spent
more per student were two months
ahead in reading at fifth grade and
1.5 months ahead in math by fifth
grade when compared with children
in counties that spent less per
student.® These results were
maintained at least through eighth
grade, with both programs leading to
increased math and reading test
scores.? New Jersey'’s pre-k
program, which served
disadvantaged school districts
statewide, reported that participating
children were three-fourths of a year
ahead in math and two-thirds of a
year ahead in literacy in fourth and
fifth grades.” The benefits of the
New Jersey program persisted at
least through 10th grade." These
findings show that academic gains
from high-quality pre-k continue to
have a positive impact for students
and that investing in early education
can lead to greater academic
achievements later on.
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2) Fewer high school dropouts:

« The Chicago CPC pre-k program
reported a 29% increase in high
school graduation rates by age 20
among its participants;?

« Michigan’s Great Start Readiness
program reported a 35% increase in
graduates;® and

« Students who attended the Tulsa, OK
pre-k program were eight
percentage points more likely to
graduate from high school on time."

3) Fewer behavior challenges:

« Pennsylvania’s Pre-K Counts Public-
Private Partnership program (the
precursor to the current Pre-K
Counts program) cut from 22% to 4%
the number of children at risk for
challenging social and self-control
behaviors.” This program was also
found to help children learn self-
control and self-regulation, leading
to fewer of them needing special
education. This outcome is important
because school districts across
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Pennsylvania identify special
education costs as their second-
highest budget pressure, a major
contributor to school district property
tax increases.’

« Alabama’s First Class Pre-K program
resulted in enrolled students being
about half as likely to have a
behavioral infraction in school as
those who did not receive pre-k.”
Further, the differences between the
two groups were larger in middle
school and high school, when
infraction rates increased.

4) Less crime:

Two longitudinal studies of high-quality
preschool programs, following children for
nearly 40 years, found that children who
had not attended high-quality ECE were
more likely to engage in crime in adulthood.
In one study, children who did not attend a
high-quality preschool were five times more
likely to be chronic offenders by age 27.%®

In a follow-up to this long-term study, the
children of male pre-k participants are 18
percentage points less likely to have been



arrested through young adulthood
compared to children of male control
participants.”” In the other study, those who
did not attend were 70% more likely to be
arrested for a violent crime by age 18.2°

5) Less incarceration:

High-quality ECE has been found to reduce
the risk of future criminal activity. A 2021 MIT
study of the Boston preschool program
found that enrollees were less likely to have
been incarcerated in a juvenile facility
during high school, compared to non-
enrollees.?’ An evaluation of Chicago’s CPC
program found that children who attended
were less likely to have served time in jail or
prison by age 24.%2

In summary, early childhood education
programs can set children on a path to
successful adulthood. However, to achieve
lasting results, programs must be high-
quality.

Teachers Are the Foundation
of High-Quality Early
Childhood Education

The heart of any early childhood education
program is the relationship between the
teacher and the child.?*?* Research
indicates that a well-qualified workforce is
an essential, fundamental component of
high-quality early childhood education.
Highly qualified early childhood teachers
engage in warm, nurturing interactions with
the children to support their development in
all areas, including self-management and
relationship skills. Excellent teachers also
provide developmentally appropriate
instruction in key pre-literacy, pre-math, and
other academic skills.?® To offer this high-
quality experience, early childhood
educators must be well-trained, both before
they start teaching and once they are on

In my decades of
law enforcement
experience, I've seen too

many kids get off to a bad

start. Quality early
childhood education
builds a foundation of
learning and good
behavior that helps them
find constructive purpose
and grow up to be law-
abiding citizens”

Robert E. Fyock,

Sheriff, Indiana County

the job through ongoing professional
development.?® Much research, including a
comprehensive review of 48 studies by the
Campbell Collaboration, has found that
higher levels of teacher education are
strongly associated with higher quality in
ECE.”’

Compensation

As with the workforce in general, adequate
compensation is required to attract and
retain a high-quality early childhood care
and education workforce.?® In 2025, the
average child care teacher wage in
Pennsylvania was only $15.15 an hour, or
about $29,510 per year.?® Those low wages
do not provide sufficient income to meet
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the needs of the teachers themselves, let
alone their families. In fact, the workforce
educating and caring for our youngest
children makes less per year than parking
attendants and housekeeping cleaners,
among many other better-paid professions.
To make ends meet, 38% of early educator
households in Pennsylvania participated in
one or more public safety net programs in
2022

Exacerbating the retention problem for
early care and education teachers is the
discrepancy between pre-k teachers,
whose annual mean wage is $35,250, and
public school kindergarten teachers who
make $64,270 annually.*' When
kindergarten positions open, pre-k teachers
can earn almost double their salary and
receive significant additional benefits by
moving to the K-12 sector.

With a constraining business model in which
ECE is increasingly unaffordable for parents
to pay the actual cost of providing early
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care and education, while state and federal
subsidies do not nearly cover it, workers
are leaving the early childhood sector for
better-paying jobs. This exodus of teachers
routinely puts thousands of children—who
thrive on caregiver consistency and trusted
relationships—into disruptive and
unpredictable environments. Children who
experience constant teacher turnover may
struggle with increased stress, anxiety, and
behavioral challenges as they must
continually adjust to new adults in their
lives.32 All of this instability directly
contributes to lower-quality care.

The Path Forward for Early
Childhood Education in
Pennsylvania

Rebuilding and sustaining the early
childhood workforce will require a
coordinated set of policies that strengthen
compensation and ongoing support for
educators across settings. Priorities include:

« Growing Pennsylvania’s new Child Care
Recruitment and Retention program to
boost compensation for child care
professionals and make the field more
attractive to prospective workers, which
will improve staffing levels and reduce
turnover.

« Increasing per-child rates for the state
Pre-K Counts program and Head Start
Supplemental Assistance Program so
providers can cover the true cost of
quality, which includes appropriate
compensation.

« Supporting wage and benefit
improvements that promote stability and
move early educators toward
compensation that is comparable to
similarly credentialed educators in K—12
settings.



As workforce compensation issues are
alleviated, a stable, growing workforce will
enable more children to be served by
Pennsylvania’s early care and education
programs. Given the tremendous early and
lifelong benefits to children, Pennsylvania’s
state and federal policymakers should
continue to expand access to high-quality
early care and education programs. Despite
the known benefits of pre-k programs, 52%
of eligible 3- and 4-year-olds—or 71,517
children—do not have access to high-
quality state-funded programs like Pre-K
Counts and Head Start.*

Of the 170,610 children under 5 years old
who are eligible by family income to
participate in Pennsylvania’s Child Care
Works subsidy program, only 50,401 are
enrolled, leaving 120,209 children, or 70%
of eligible children, unserved.®

Conclusion

Pennsylvania’s publicly funded pre-k system
relies on a mixed-provider delivery model.
About 46% of Pre-K Counts providers
across the state are high-quality (Keystone
STAR 3 and 4) child care programs and 25%
of Pre-K Counts providers are in Head Start
locations.®® So, strengthening the early
childhood workforce is essential to
maintaining current Pre-K Counts and Head
Start capacity and to expanding high-quality
seats for the thousands of children who are
eligible but unserved.

Policymakers in Pennsylvania must
recognize the vital importance of a strong
early childhood education workforce—and
treat workforce investments as a
prerequisite for expanding access and
maintaining and improving program quality
statewide.

High-quality early care and education help children build the academic, social, and
behavioral skills they need to succeed in school and in life—and it strengthens public
safety by reducing later delinquency, crime, and related public costs. But these
outcomes are more likely when programs are truly high quality, and that quality
depends on a strong and stable early childhood workforce.

Children learn best through consistent, nurturing relationships. Frequent staff
turnover disrupts those bonds and undermines learning. That is why expanding
access to programs like Pre-K Counts and Head Start must go hand in hand with
investments that recruit and retain well-prepared, adequately compensated

educators.

Investing in early learning and the educators who deliver it is not only good
education policy, but also smart crime prevention. By committing to high-quality early
care and education statewide and supporting the professionals who make it
possible, Pennsylvania can put more children on the path to successful adulthood
and help communities move toward a safer, stronger future.
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Fight Crime: Invest in Kids

Thousands of police chiefs, sheriffs, prosecutors and violence survivors protecting public safety by promoting
solutions that steer kids away from crime. Fight Crime: Invest in Kids’ Pennsylvania operations are housed within
Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children.

Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children is a strong, effective, and trusted voice to improve the health,
education, and well-being of children and youth in the commonwealth. Since 1992, its public policy victories
have helped countless children learn, thrive, and succeed, regardless of circumstances. PPC is statewide,
independent, non-partisan, and non-profit.
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