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Why Invest In Poor Children?

The traditional argument is based on fairness and 
social justice

My argument is that in addition to these benefits, 
there are benefits for society at large

• Reduction in crime
• Reduction in welfare benefit use
• Improvement in efficiency of schools
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Why Early Childhood Interventions?

• Skill acquisition is a dynamic process: skill begets 
skill

• Raises productivity of schools and firms
• Adult remediation programs have a poor track 

record
• There is strong evidence for critical or sensitive 

periods for learning
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The Argument in a Nutshell

I. Many major economic and social problems can 
be traced to low levels of skill and ability in the 
population.

II. Abilities are multiple in nature.
III. Much public policy discussion focuses on 

cognitive ability (IQ).
IV. Yet noncognitive abilities are also very important.
V. They feed in to performance on achievement 

tests and in society at large.
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VI. Early family environments are major predictors 
of both types of ability.

VII. A source of concern because family 
environments have deteriorated over the past 40 
years.

VIII.Experiments support the notion that the 
correlational relationships are causal. 

IX. If we intervene early enough we can affect both 
cognitive and noncognitive abilities. 

X. Promote schooling, reduce crime, promote 
productivity in the workplace and reduce teenage 
pregnancy.
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XI. High benefit cost ratios and rates of return. 
XII. Much higher returns than to other, later 

interventions (pupil teacher ratios; public job 
training; convict rehabilitation programs; direct 
expenditure on police).
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Slowdown in the Growth of Labor 
Force Quality

• Slowdown in the growth of the quantity of 
skilled workers

• Slowdown in the growth of the quality of 
workers

• The effective high school dropout rate counting 
GEDs as dropouts (as you should) has increased
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Educational Characteristics of the Labor Force
Table 1

Age  25 and Over

1980, 2000, 2020

*Assumes that subsequent cohorts have same education at age 25 as the cohort age 25 in 2000.

Source: Ellwood (2001).
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Literacy and Numeracy from IALS

• Over 20% of the US workforce is functionally 
illiterate, compared to about 10% in Germany 
and Sweden

• 20% of all adults say that the sun goes around 
the earth
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Crime

• Anderson (1999) finds that the net cost of crime 
is $1.3 T per year

• Per capita cost is $4,818 per year
• Violent and property crime levels are still high, 

despite large declines in recent years
• Crime reduction is extremely expensive
• Spending on the criminal justice system is still 

increasing
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Ability And Outcomes

• Cognitive and noncognitive ability are both 
important in explaining schooling, crime and a 
variety of other outcomes

• Noncognitive ability is neglected in many public 
policy discussions regarding early childhood

• Yet noncognitive ability is a major determinant 
of socioeconomic success
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Gaps In Ability Open Up Early
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Once we control for family 
background, the gaps in ability 

greatly diminish

21



��	�
��3c
�����
������@4��

����
���������������
������
��������
���������������������
������

'(

')

F(

F)

G(

G)

)(

))

G K H C( C'

���

&�
��
��
�
��
��
�
��
��

4�0�����������2��
���� ��������������2��
���� ���
���������2��
���� ��	������������2��
����

22



��	�
��3d
�����
������@4��

� '���� �
���
���
��������
�������������������������������
������

'(

')

F(

F)

G(

G)

)(

))

K(

G K H C( C'

���
��� '���� �����
����
��� ��
�������
����
���()	�*�������� �!��������!!�����!����������+�
� ��������

�����
���
���
��

&�
��
��
�
��
��
�
��
��

4�0�����������2��
���� ��������������2��
���� ���
���������2��
���� ��	������������2��
����

23



Early Family Environments

• Major predictors of abilities (both cognitive and 
noncognitive)

• A source of concern because they have 
deteriorated over the past 30 years

• Relatively more children born into 
disadvantaged environments
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• Experiments indicate that these relationships 
are causal.

• Improvements in family environments 
enhance outcomes and affect both cognitive 
and noncognitive skills.

• If we start early with enriched programs, we 
can even raise IQ.
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Preschool School Post-school

Preschool programs

Schooling

Job training

Age

Rate of
return to
investment
in human
capital

Rates of return to human capital investment initially
setting investment to be equal across all ages

0

Opportunity
cost of funds

r

Rates of return to human capital investment initially setting investment to be equal across all ages

��	�
��7
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Summary

I. Many major economic and social problems can 
be traced to low levels of skill and ability in the 
population.

II. Abilities are multiple in nature.
III. Much public policy discussion focuses on 

cognitive ability (IQ).
IV. Yet noncognitive abilities are also very important.
V. They feed in to performance on achievement 

tests and in society at large.
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VI. Early family environments are major predictors 
of both types of ability.

VII. A source of concern because family 
environments have deteriorated over the past 40 
years.

VIII.Experiments support the notion that the 
correlational relationships are causal. 

IX. If we intervene early enough we can affect both 
cognitive and noncognitive abilities. 

X. Promote schooling, reduce crime, promote 
productivity in the workplace and reduce teenage 
pregnancy.
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XI. High benefit cost ratios and rates of return. 
XII. Much higher returns than to other, later 

interventions (pupil teacher ratios; public job 
training; convict rehabilitation programs; direct 
expenditure on police).
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