
Studies consistently show that high-quality early childhood education 
reaps tremendous benefits. One study of four-year-olds in Tulsa who at-
tended Oklahoma’s Universal Pre-Kindergarten Program1 found that they 
started kindergarten seven months ahead of other children in literacy skills 
and four months ahead in math skills.2 Likewise, children who participated 
in New Mexico’s pre-k initiative showed substantial gains in literacy and 
math.3 

These benefits extend well beyond kindergarten. Children who receive 
high-quality early childhood education are less likely to repeat a grade, 
to require special education, to drop out of school or to commit a crime.4 
Early childhood education enjoys bipartisan support. Both Democratic and 
Republican voters support the expansion of high-quality early childhood 
programs, according to a recent survey by the First Five Years Fund.5  The 
compelling evidence has led both Democratic and Republican leaders to 
agree that investing in high-quality preschool will enable students to get 
family-sustaining jobs, and become contributing members of society.6 

Yet the Great Recession exacted a heavy toll on the expansion of pre-
kindergarten programs. Just 28 percent of 4- and 3-year-olds have been 
enrolled in state-financed preschool since 2011. While the percent served 
has remained steady over the past three years,  9,160 fewer children were 
served in 2013 than in the previous year.7 The National Institute for Early 
Education Research says this drop “raises serious concerns” about the 
quality and access of pre-kindergarten programs for most American chil-
dren. Nationwide, funding increased by $30.6 million in 2013, but that was 
not enough to make up for $500 million in cuts made in 2011-2012.
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• The District of Columbia has the high-
est rates of preschool enrollment in the 
nation at 75.9% due to their universal 
preschool initiative. D.C. was also “most 
improved” since 2013 on this indicator.

• 64% of states saw a decrease or no 
increase in preschool enrollment, likely 
due to funding cuts to early childhood 
education programs.

• Perquimans County, North Carolina, 
reports 100% preschool enrollment, the 
only county in the nation to do so.
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THE OPPORTUNITY PICTURE
According to the 2014 Opportunity Index, 18 states and the District 
of Columbia experienced an increase in the number of 3- and 4-year 
olds in pre-kindergarten while 29 states experienced a decrease and 
three states saw no change. 
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