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It is an honor to participate in this summit.
A large body of evidence shows the benefits of investing in
early childhood stimulation and nurturing for disadvantaged
children. Numerous rigorous empirical studies, including
those of the Perry Preschool program, the Abecedarian
program, Head Start and the Nurse Family Partnership
program, consistently show the value to the economy and
society of investing in the human capital development of
children from birth to age five. Many studies of the features
of family life that contribute to developing children who
lead flourishing lives point in the same direction, and show
the harm that ensues when such investments are not made.

Society and the programs launched by today’s initiatives
should recognize that good parenting is paramount to
life success. Without doubt, the family is the greatest
contributor to the success of children and to upward
social and economic mobility. And, without doubt, in many
quarters of our society, the American family is under great
stress. The way parents interact with their children, the
amount of time they spend with them and the resources
they have to provide intellectual and social stimulation
greatly affect their children’s potential for leading
flourishing lives.

This gathering shows that policymakers, business leaders
and philanthropists are now embracing the evidencebased wisdom of investing in high-quality early childhood
programs and bolstering American family life. Today, I want
to review the strong evidence supporting these initiatives to
address how we can make a fairer, more productive society.

The evidence shows dramatic differences in achievement
test scores and in social and character skills across
children from different economic and social groups.
Children of college-educated mothers achieve at a far
higher rate than children whose mothers have a high school
degree or less. These gaps emerge long before children
enter kindergarten.

The data provide clear guidelines for action. First, American
policy should acknowledge the power of the accident
of birth. A child does not choose the family he or she
is born into; but society can enrich the opportunities of
disadvantaged children to flourish. We can do this by
supplementing the parenting resources available to children
and scaffolding the lives of children by approximating
the nurturing and stimulating environments available to
children in more advantaged families.

Twenty years ago, the developmental psychologists Hart
and Risly showed that the achievement gap opens as
early as age three. In a typical hour, a child living in a
disadvantaged family hears roughly 600 words. By contrast,
in that same hour a child in a professional family hears
over 2,100 words. By age three, the cumulative vocabulary
of a child living in a disadvantaged family is 500 words,
far below the 1,100 word cumulative vocabulary possessed
by a child from a professional family. This early inequality
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"The investments we make today in disadvantaged young children promote social mobility,
create opportunity and foster a vibrant, healthy and inclusive society and economy."
of basic skills tends to persist throughout life and leads to
economic and social inequality in the capacities to act that
are difficult to close later in life.
Taking the long view, Americans can most effectively
address inequality in society with a strategy of
predistribution—by enriching the parenting resources for
young children in disadvantaged environments, not by
redistributing income to adults. Child disadvantage is not
properly measured by a lack of money available to the
parents of children. Unconditional income transfers to poor
families are not nearly as effective in producing upward
mobility and lifetime success of their children as is a
strategy of enriching the nurturing environments available
to young children that promote a child’s physical, mental
and social development. Investments that bolster the
parenting capacities of families are the most effective way
to promote social mobility and foster equal opportunities
for all. They empower children with the capabilities to
flourish as dignified and engaged citizens and workers
throughout their lives. Such investments provide significant
returns to individuals and society, provided that we invest
in quality systems throughout the critical years of birth to
age five.
Early investments are important because skills beget
skills. Does preschool have a positive effect in promoting
skills? Yes, according to analyses of Perry Preschool, ABC
and other quality programs. But the study by Hart and
Risly also shows that the gaps between advantaged and
disadvantaged children are already large at age three. Skill
building begins at birth and each skill learned provides a
foundation for other skills.
Recent research also documents that multiple skills are
important for life success. For too long, the conventional
wisdom has been that I.Q. and cognitive skills as
measured by achievement tests like PISA were the major
social and economic determinants of life success. In the
past, early childhood interventions were judged by their
success in boosting I.Q. On this dimension, many fail.
Yet disadvantaged children participating in quality early
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childhood programs have had far better life outcomes on
a number of measures than children who didn’t. We have
learned that I.Q. isn’t everything and it doesn’t explain
very much of the difference between those who succeed
and those who do not. For many tasks in life, both in the
economy and in larger society, socio-emotional skills—
character skills—are as important or more important
for success. Socio-emotional skills are highly malleable,
especially at a young age. Impulse control, persistence,
“grit,” self-awareness and sociability can and should be
taught at the very earliest ages—and throughout the school
years. These skills drive the engagement, motivation and
achievement that promote successful lives as measured
by full-time employment, higher wages, healthy lifestyles,
less participation in crime, and engagement in a variety of
socially productive behaviors.
Essential elements for successful childhoods include
engaged, supportive parents and teachers, and early
health, nutrition and learning. We should not underestimate
the role of the parent and the power that comes from
providing parents with information, resources and choice.
Ensuring that parents have the knowledge and resources
for providing a stimulating home environment is just as
important, if not more important, as anything that happens
in the classroom when children enter school. This is where
home-visiting programs and other efforts to productively
engage the parent in the life of the child come into play.
They foster parental attachment, positive interactions and
hence greater parental investment in children.
It has long been established that programs such as
Abecedarian and Perry Preschool produce better
educational, social and economic outcomes for the children
enrolled in them. More recent evidence shows that quality
early childhood programs can also prevent chronic disease
and substantially lower healthcare costs.
Until recently, nobody had analyzed the health effects of
the Abecedarian program for its participants who are now
at or approaching age 40. From birth to age five, treated
children in the Abecedarian program received nutrition,
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early learning and health services in the form of periodic
check-ups and health screenings, referral for treatment
and management of compliance with medical protocols.
Through center visits, their parents received advice on
how to create a nurturing home environment, and there
is evidence that parents of participants did so. There is
similar evidence from other studies.
The effects on adult health of a program originally
designed to boost cognition are remarkable, particularly
among males. This evidence shows the benefits of boosts
in character, self-control and cognition that percolate
across all domains of life. Treated males had higher
“good” HDL cholesterol and substantially reduced levels
of hypertension, systolic and diastolic blood pressure,
and metabolic syndrome, which dramatically increases
one’s risk of heart disease, diabetes and stroke. Treated
males had no metabolic syndrome. None! Zero! Incidence
among males in the control group was 25%. There were
also positive effects for women in the treatment group. They
were less likely to suffer from pre-hypertension and obesity
and were at significantly lower risk for total coronary heart
disease than those in the control group.
A program originally designed to boost I.Q. worked, in fact,
by boosting both the cognitive and non-cognitive skills of
participants, giving them greater control over their lives to
make healthy lifestyle choices. It started shortly after birth
and also created permanent gains in I.Q.

The evidence shows that it is much more effective to invest
in high-quality early childhood programs than to remediate
later in life. For early childhood programs targeted to
disadvantaged children, there is no trade-off between equity
and efficiency as there is for most other social programs.
Every dollar invested in high-quality early childhood
programs for disadvantaged children produces a
7-10% annual return on investment through increased
productivity and lower social costs. This estimated return
accounts for all of the social costs and distortions that
arise in taxing people to raise revenue, and passes the
market test of even the most fiscally conservative.
Quality early childhood programs for disadvantaged
children are not entitlements or bottomless wells of
social spending. They are not government boondoggles.
The investments we make today in disadvantaged young
children promote social mobility, create opportunity and
foster a vibrant, healthy and inclusive society and economy.
Investing in the lives of disadvantaged children is a strategy
that appeals to Americans across all economic, social and
partisan lines. It promotes family values. It strengthens the
American family by offering voluntary programs that enrich
the lives of children and builds in them the skills that
create successful lives, while at the same time respecting
diverse cultural and religious values. It fosters social
inclusion and the productivity of the American workforce,
and creates a healthier society for all.
Thank you.
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