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Synthesis
How important is it?

School completion has lifelong implications, and is especially crucial in industrialized societies that are highly 

dependent on an educated workforce. In Canada, roughly one in five students has still not received his/her high 

school diploma by early adulthood. In OECD countries, about 16% of students don't complete their secondary 
education.1 In Latin America and the Caribbean, one out of six children no longer attends school by the age of 
14 at the latest. The dropout rate is even higher amongst older pupils.2 These alarming statistics have important 
consequences for both the individuals and society as a whole. In contrast to high school graduates, non 
graduates (i.e., dropouts) are more likely a) to experience increased difficulty finding a job, b) to be recipients of 
welfare and unemployment insurance, c) to experience more physical and mental health problems, d) to be less 
involved in their communities, and e) to become parents of children who are at increased risk of experiencing 
problems at school and dropping out as well; in turn reinforcing a negative cycle. At the societal level, it is 
estimated that a single high school dropout can cost between $243,000 and $388,000 (US$). Given the 
association between early school dropout and these negative personal and financial consequences, it is thus 
imperative to understand pathways toward academic success and school completion and to identify both child 
and environmental risks and protective factors. 

What do we know? 

Early childhood represents a critical developmental period during which children develop an array of pre-

academic skills (e.g., reading, letter recognition) and social-emotional abilities (e.g., ability to follow instructions, 

inhibit impulses, regulate emotions and focus attention), which prepare them to adjust well in school and to 

profit from their learning experiences. However, depending on a variety of factors, some children experience 

deficits in school readiness and begin school already behind their same-age peers in terms of basic cognitive 

and social-emotional skills. It is estimated that 26% of children in Quebec have significant cognitive and social-

emotional deficits at school entry. In turn, these children who also manifest poor language and literacy skills 

(e.g., difficulties recognizing and using the sounds of spoken words) are at increased risk of experiencing 

academic difficulties. Likewise, children who have difficulty socially (e.g., getting along with peers and 

teachers), emotionally (e.g., controlling negative emotions), and behaviourally (e.g., inattention, aggression, 

opposition) demonstrate poorer school adjustment and performance. Unfortunately, this “achievement gap” 

does not disappear with schooling but rather widens over time, and may ultimately decrease students’ 

motivation while increasing their likelihood of early school departure.  
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Children’s learning difficulties and behavioural problems at school entry are not merely influenced by their 

personal characteristics, but also by the family dynamic during the preschool years. Parents of dropouts are 

typically less involved and demanding with their children, provide less educational support, and are less likely to 

model education attainment. Depending on their own educational and/or cultural background, they may also 

have limited abilities to help their children develop early skills that are conducive to learning. Finally, harsh, 

inconsistent or coercive parenting can impair children’s development of emotion-regulation and impulse control.

In spite of these risk factors, there are several protective factors to early school dropout. For instance, 

participation in early childhood education (ECE) programs may improve children’s school readiness and school 

achievement. In addition, positive relationships with peers and teachers can protect children against school 

dropout as it is associated with school engagement and motivation, two important predictors of high school 

completion that are independent of academic performance. Finally, children’s school adjustment can also be 

facilitated when a positive home-school partnership exists, and when parents complement classroom learning 

with positive home learning experiences. 

What can be done? 

Considering that nearly 64% of mothers of young children are in the workforce, both in Canada and the United 

States, and that the majority of children under the age of five spend time in some form of child care, there is a 

need to develop high-quality and effective early childhood education programs. Typically, the most effective 

programs share the following characteristics: 

Finally, in order to ensure accessibility and affordability of these programs, policies need to be developed to 

encourage widespread participation in ECE by children from diverse backgrounds. Likewise, policy-makers 

need to review existing school policies and practices to examine to which extend they may be contributing to 

early school difficulties that eventually lead to high school withdrawal (e.g., grade retention policies).

References

1. They focus on young children (i.e., they are initiated in infancy).

2. They are well organized and carefully planned (i.e., they have a good staff-child ratio and qualified 

teachers).

3. They are intensive and individualized.

4. They combine child- and parent-centered components.

5. They target both academic and social-emotional skills (language, literacy and self-regulation).

6. They are adapted to communities’ cultural and socioeconomic characteristics.

7. They target children’s global development. 

8. They adopt a balanced approach by including periods of both structured learning and free play. 

1. OECD. Education at a Glance 2012: Highlights, OECD Publishing. http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-
2012_eag_highlights-2012-en. Published September 11, 2012. Accessed February 22, 2017.

2. UIS, UNICEF. Finishing school: A right for children's development: A joint effort. http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Documents/oosci-lac-
executive-summary-2012-en.pdf. Published 2012. Accessed February 22, 2017. 
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Linkages Between Early Childhood, School 
Success, and High School Completion
Frank Vitaro, PhD

Université de Montréal, Canada
May 2014, 2nd rev. ed.

Introduction and Problem

In industrialized societies, dropping out of school before receiving a high school diploma has serious 

consequences for both individuals and society as a whole. Compared to national averages, dropouts are more 

likely to be recipients of welfare and unemployment insurance,
1
 experience more physical and mental health 

problems, engage in illegal activities, and are more prone to psychoactive substance abuse. Dropouts are also 

less involved in their communities and grow up to become parents whose children are at increased risk of 

experiencing problems at school and dropping out as well.
2
 Although it has not been clearly established that all 

of these problems result from leaving school early, it is plausible that dropping out would compound many of 

them. In Canada, roughly one child out of five has still not received his/her high school diploma by age 20. 

Males in this category outnumber females by two to one.

Research Context
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In many cases, school difficulties in childhood are precursors to dropping out of school.
3
 For example, personal 

factors such as language disorders, attention deficits, and difficulties with recognizing and using the sounds of 

spoken words at school entry (i.e., at ages 5 or 6) are predictors of academic difficulties and, ultimately, of 

premature departure from school.
4-6

 It is not clear, however, whether other types of behavioural problems, such 

as anxiety and depressed mood or aggression and opposition, play a role in predicting premature departure 

from school independently from language problems and attention deficits.
5,7,8

 Even if these other behaviour 

problems do not impact school achievement directly, they may nevertheless be indirectly connected to school 

difficulties, and ultimately to school dropout, through two possible pathways: According to one pathway, 

behaviour problems may trigger social exclusion and victimization from fellow students or teachers throughout 

elementary school and high school. These negative social experiences may, in turn, reduce learning 

opportunities and school motivation, in addition to increasing behavioural difficulties.
9-13

 According to another 

pathway, behaviour problems, particularly those of the externalized type, may foster affiliations with deviant 

peers who, in turn, might reduce conformity to social norms, school engagement, and academic performance,
14

as well as encourage antisocial behaviours. The two pathways are not mutually exclusive. In addition, both 

pathways acknowledge the importance of school engagement/motivation/commitment, as these factors have 

been shown to be important predictors of high school completion independently of academic performance.
14

Both pathways also include the possibility for transactional (i.e., bi-directional) links between behaviour 

problems and academic difficulties. These transactional links might involve either direct or indirect pathways.
15

These pathways, however, remain mostly speculative. 

Notably, behaviour problems and learning difficulties at school entry can themselves be predicted by children’s 

and their parents’ personal characteristics and by the family dynamic during the preschool years.
16

 Behaviour 

problems and learning difficulties during elementary school can therefore be considered intermediary elements 

in the developmental chain of events that lead to dropping out. However, several contextual variables may 

amplify or mitigate the effect of these very early predictors. For example, special teaching methods used by 

teachers or attendance at a good school may weaken the relationship between the children's personal and 

socio-familial risk factors that are present in early childhood and later drop-out.
17

 Conversely, negative 

interactions between the teachers and students or the absence of a clear school disciplinary code may further 

exacerbate the negative effects of early risk factors, thus hastening the premature cessation of studies.
11,18-21 

Key Research Questions and Recent Research Results

Higher levels of academic failure among disadvantaged families and in some cultural communities is partly due 

to the parents' comparatively lenient attitudes towards school and partly due to the parents’ limited ability to 

help their children develop behaviours that are conducive to learning.
22

 Fortunately, various failure and dropout 

prevention programs exist, with the goal that any risk factors present during the preschool years do not give rise 

to new risk factors that will make the situation increasingly difficult to change. Some of these programs for 

preschoolers have been rigorously evaluated and produced positive results. Space constraints prevent us from 

providing anything but a very brief overview of these programs in this article (see Table 1).
23

It should be noted that the programs described in Table 1 were all instituted before the children reached the age 

of six.
24

 Preschool programs which did not gather information on high school completion are not mentioned in 

this Table. Aside from their specific content, the most effective programs were those that were the most 

intensive and lasted the longest. Most of these programs focused on the cognitive stimulation of the children 
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and on literacy or academic prerequisites. Few have included a component to equip parents to deal with their 

children's behavioural problems or to improve their own knowledge of and attitudes towards school. Similarly, 

few have examined the personal needs of the parents or attempted to improve the family's socio-economic 

status. Programs like the Child-Parent Centers set up under the Chicago Longitudinal Study
21,25

 are a 

noteworthy exception because of the variety of activities made available to the children and the parents. 

Nevertheless, even this model program places much less emphasis on social behaviours conducive to group 

learning (i.e., task-focusing, emotional self-regulation and social skills) than on academic prerequisites and 

language skills. 

Conclusion and Implications for Policy and Services 

Despite effective programs for preschoolers that can be carried out in various childcare settings and involve the 

family,
21,25,26

 it is important not to rely on these preschool programs alone to encourage high school completion. 

Even if over half of all preschoolers are exposed to educational environments other than the family, many 

others are not. However, the children living in a socioeconomically and educationally deprived environment
27

are typically those most in need of compensatory education. Hence, we must not overlook kindergarten 

(attended by more than 95% of children) and the first years of elementary school as an additional 

prevention/promotion platform. A number of promising prevention programs have been or are being conducted 

with children in kindergarten and early elementary school: the Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group's 

FAST TRACK program;
28

 the Early Risers program;
29

 the Montreal program;
30,31

 Check and Connect.
32

 These 

programs are noteworthy for several reasons: they focus on young children (i.e., starting in kindergarten, but 

often continuing throughout elementary school and beyond), they are comprehensive (i.e., they combine child- 

and parent-centered components and they target both academic and behavioural objectives), they have been 

evaluated using a strong evaluation design, and they reported some success with respect to high school 

completion. Action is urgently needed in the highest-risk communities, where one youngster out of three fails to 

complete high school within the prescribed time period, and one out of five never finishes at all. Future 

initiatives must neither underestimate the importance of the preschool years nor ignore strategies that have 

been proven effective in increasing completion rates and in reducing a whole range of adjustment problems in 

childhood, adolescence and even adulthood.
33,34

 We should also not expect that corrective action during the 

preschool period alone, no matter how intensive and appropriate, will succeed in creating the right conditions 

for the academic success and personal development of all at-risk children. As it stands, no single program 

proved effective for all children. Indeed, one program may be more effective than another in one context or for 

some participants, whereas another program may be effective in a different context or for different participants. 

Sustained approaches that follow the children and their families through different developmental periods (like 

the one used in the Fast Track program) and that use a strategic combination of universal and targeted 

activities with dosage partially adjusted to individual needs (such as the one used in Early Risers and Check 

and Connect), deserve serious consideration and should be tested. These approaches would result in a 

sustained intervention that begins during pregnancy and occurs continuously or as required when the child is 

going through life changes (birth, commencement of daycare, transition to kindergarten and elementary school, 

transition to high school). This would have the advantage of addressing various risk and protective factors 

whose relevance becomes apparent at each developmental phase, thereby supporting any previous early 

intervention efforts.
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Table 1

Title of program (Authors)        Overview

1- Project Abecedarian
35

Duration: 5 years (0 to 5 years)

Description: Focussed on the development of language, cognitive skills 

and appropriate behaviours at daycare centre; parental involvement.

Results: Positive effects on intellectual skills and academic achievement 

(fewer repeats) up to age 15.

2- Project Perry Preschool
36

Duration: 30 to 60 weeks (3 or 4 years)

Description: Centred on cognitive skills and spoken language at the day 

care centre; home visits.

Results: Higher completion rates, less criminality, fewer pregnancies and 

fewer cases of economic dependence.

3- Even Start
37

Duration: 9 months (3–4 or 4–5 years)

Description: Centred on cognitive learning and language; home visits, 

education of the parents.

Results: Mixed short-term results.

4- Untitled Project
38

Duration: One year (kindergarten)

Description: Interactive reading in class and at home; meetings with the 

parents.

Results: Improved performance in reading.

5- Chicago Child-Parent Centers
25,39

Duration: One year (kindergarten)

Description: Centred on reading, writing and phonological awareness; 

workshops for the teachers and for parents.

Results: Improved performance in reading. 

6- Untitled Project
40

Duration: 3 to 9 years

Description: Cognitive and academic skills; involvement of parents and 

teachers.

Results: Decrease in dropout rate.

7- Early Head Start
41

Duration: 3 years (0–3 years)

Description: Cognitive and emotional development of the children, help 

for parents. 

Results: Positive but modest effects on the children's emotional self-

regulation and behaviour problems.

Positive effects on the parents' educational practices.
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8- The Incredible Years
42

Duration: 12 weeks (3–5 years)

Description: Centred on the educational strategies of the parents and 

teachers.

Results: Moderate positive effects on the children's disruptive 

behaviours and self-regulation;

Reduction in rates of school dropout.

 N.B.: Only experimental, randomized case-control studies are reported herein.
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School Completion/Academic Achievement-
Outcomes of Early Childhood Education
Anne B. Smith, PhD

Children's Issues Centre, New Zealand
May 2014, Rev. ed.

Introduction

How does early childhood education influence school success? Early childhood education (ECE) consists of 

organized supervised programs with social and educational goals for children (of up to school entry age) in the 

temporary absence of their parents, andencompasses a diversity of programs, varying in hours of operation, 

ages of children and socio-economic status (SES) of families. Examples include part-day preschools, child-care 

centres, early intervention and family day-care programs.

Subject

If ECE contributes to the achievement of children’s educational potential, then all children should have the 

opportunity to participate, parents encouraged to access ECE programs for their children and governments 

should invest in high-quality ECE programs.

Problems

Families and schools vary greatly in the type of experiences they provide for children, and so do ECE services.  

The simpler question of whether ECE influences development leads to the more complex question of the 

optimal qualities of ECE for development.  Assessing and definingquality ECE is as important an issue as 

determining its effects.

Research Context

The “War on Poverty” in the 1960s in the U.S., using ECE programs designed to break the cycle of 

disadvantage for children growing up in poverty, was accompanied by research. These early intervention 

programs generally involved random assignment of poor children to control and experimental groups, and 

periodic measurement of IQ, achievement and social outcomes. A few studies followed children into adulthood, 

allowing assessment of long-term effects.  The effects of varying ECE experience on outcomes for ordinary 

children have also been researched.  Such studies are usually quasi-experimental or correlational, and involve 

the relationship of quality variations to outcomes for children.

Key Research Questions

1. What are the outcomes of participation in ECE for children’s school achievement and completion?
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Recent Research Results

Long-term educational outcomes: Evidence of the long-term outcomes of participation in ECE has been 

examined in recent review studies.
1-4 

Barnett reviewed 38 U.S. studies focusing on the outcomes of ECE for 

children in poverty, while Gorey
3
 integrated results across 35 preschool experiments and quasi-experiments. 

The outcome measures of such studies include IQ scores, standardized achievement tests, grade retention, 

special education placement and high-school graduation. Model ECE programs varied in amount, intensity and 

duration, but they typically involved participation for one or more years between the ages of birth and five years 

in high-quality programs. The Abecedarian project is an example of an intensive and long-term (five-year) 

intervention program.
5,6

Barnett’s reviewshowed statistically significant program effects on achievement beyond Grade Three in five of 

11 model programs.
1
 The Abecedarian and Perry Preschool projects had effects on achievement persisting 

through to adulthood. The most successful programs were those that started earlier and provided longer and 

more intense programs.
3,7

 The Abecedarian project showed higher cognitive test scores in adulthood for the 

ECE participants, who gained higher scores on tests of reading and mathematics, had more years of education 

and were more likely to attend university than the control group.

Most programs reviewed by Barnett reported that grade retention and special education rates were lower for 

ECE intervention groups. Only nine (out of 24) quasi-experimental studies, however, reported long-term effects 

on achievement at follow-up. Data on school graduation were collected in five studies, showing that children 

who participated in these ECE programs were more likely to graduate from high school.

Gorey found that the average intervention effects on standardized measures of intelligence and academic 

achievement were large.
3
 At follow-up, three-quarters of the children who participated in ECE programs scored 

higher on IQ and achievement tests than comparison children. Even five years after the programs had ended, 

most participants (74%) were achieving on average better at school than non-participants.  Less than a quarter 

(22%) of ECE participants were held back a grade compared to almost half (43%) of controls. Most ECE 

participants (74%) graduated from high school, while only 57% of controls did.

There are few studies following the effects of intervention until adulthood, but many follow-up studies in different 

countries support the positive impact of ECE participation on school achievement.
8
 Such studies have been 

carried out in Ireland,
9
 New Zealand,

10
 Canada,

11
 the United Kingdom,

12
 South Korea

13
 and Sweden.

14,15

The nature of quality: Participation in any early childhood setting is not sufficient to achieve good school 

outcomes. Research has demonstrated that quality makes a difference to cognitive development.
10,16-22

 There 

are two main dimensions of quality. Structural quality is the observable organizational characteristic of quality 

(often reflected in regulations). This is a necessary but not sufficient condition for quality.
17

 There are three key 

aspects of structural quality, described as “the iron triangle” (to describe their importance and inter-relationship).
23

  The iron triangle includes group size,staff-child ratios and teacher qualifications. Other structural factors are 

staff wages and low teacher turnover.
8,22,24,25

2. What qualities of ECE programs are associated with favourable educational outcomes?
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Process quality involves the social relationships and interactions within early childhood settings.
20

 Sensitive 

teachers, who are quick to comfort children, respond to their initiations, know them well enough to interpret their 

actions, challenge them and mediate peer relationships, support learning. They do not employ punitive or 

controlling methods or remain detached from children.
26,27

Structured and teacher-directed curriculum models 

have been associated with poorer long-term outcomes compared to more child-centred approaches.
28,29

Conclusions

High-quality, intensive ECE programs have positive effects on cognitive development, school achievement and 

completion, especially for low-income children in model programs designed to ameliorate poverty.  Other 

evidence comes from a wider group of children participating in publicly funded programs. Young children learn 

best through engaging in spontaneous and reciprocal interactions, meaningful activities and caring 

relationships. ECE should be carefully planned, staffed by skilled and trained people and involve small groups 

with favourable staff-child ratios if it is to have positive effects. Program intensity is related to the amount and 

quality of teacher interaction and class size. Participating in stimulating, warm and responsive ECE programs 

supports children’s excitement and pleasure in learning and encourages ongoing engagement in learning 

activities.

More resources should be invested in ECE centres. ECE is not usually compulsory and receives less 

government funding than education for older children. Policies should be developed to encourage widespread 

participation in ECE by children from diverse backgrounds, to ensure accessibility and affordability. High priority 

should be given to the improvement of ECE quality, for example through ensuring a supply of qualified teachers 

and providing good remuneration to retain them. Parents should be provided with guidance so that they 

recognize and choose good ECE centres for their children. If high-quality care is not available parents cannot 

choose it, so it is essential for ECE provision to be planned in accordance with the needs of local communities 

and high standards of quality.
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Introduction

The vast majority of Canadian youth (aged 18 to 20) graduate from high school (75.8%), and another 12.8% go 

on to higher education.
1
 However, 11.4% of Canadian youth leave school early, with a greater proportion of 

male than female dropouts (14.7% vs. 9.2%). Although dropout rates have declined over the past decade, from 

18% in 1991 (School Leavers Survey) to 11.4% in 1999, current figures represent over 137,000 youth who fail 

to complete a basic education. Early school withdrawal represents a loss for both the individual and community, 

in terms of reduced potential as contributors to society as well as costs for unemployment, welfare, and other 

social services.
2,3

 In economic terms, Cohen (1998)
4
 determined that a single high school drop out can cost 

$243,000–$388,000 (US$).

Subject and Problems
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What distinguishes school graduates from dropouts? Research suggests that the paths toward academic 

success and school completion begin at birth and are likely attributable to many different factors, both biological 

and environmental.
5,6 

However, research on school completion has focused primarily on the school years, and 

on risk factors associated with early school withdrawal and academic failure, with particular attention to student 

academic skills and family characteristics. For example, we know that students who drop out tend to be less 

intellectually competent, receive lower grades and achievement scores, and are more likely to have been “held 

back.”
1,7

 Dropouts are also more likely to come from lower income and single-parent homes.
1,8

 Their parents 

tend to be less involved and demanding with their children, provide less educational support,
9-13

 and are less 

likely to model educational attainment.
1,8

 Academic ability and family support are only part of the picture, 

however. Although dropout rates are higher among lower income and single-parent families, the majority of 

dropouts come from 2-parent, middle-income homes.
1,8,14

 Similarly, although school dissatisfaction tops the list 

of reasons given for dropping out,
15,16

 difficulty with schoolwork is cited by less than one-third of dropouts.
14

Instead, students cite difficulties in teacher and peer relationships, feeling unsafe or that they did not belong at 

school, and having friends who already left school as their main reasons for dropping out. Thus, in addition to 

academic difficulties and limited family support, students who drop out fail to develop a sense of connectedness 

to the school milieu, citing social-emotional factors as being equally important considerations in understanding 

academic failure and school dropout.
17,18

Research: Context and Recent Results

A growing body of research has found that socio-emotional competence is critical for both academic 

performance and life success,
19-23

 and that caring relationships and support within the school community are 

essential for optimal student learning.
24-27 

A recent social policy review by Raver
22

 shows that children who have 

difficulty socially (eg, getting along with peers) and/or emotionally (eg, controlling negative emotions) 

demonstrate poorer school adjustment and performance. In fact, children’s early interpersonal behaviour 

predicts academic performance as well or better than intellectual factors,
28

 and even after the potentially 

confounding effects of academic behaviour and IQ are taken into account.
29,30

 These links are evident early on, 

with children’s social behaviour (eg, aggression) as well as low socio-economic status and early academic 

difficulties being associated with decreased likelihood of graduation.
5,11,13

 Moreover, recent longitudinal studies
31

suggest that these associations are likely causal, with performance during the early school years being based 

on early social and emotional development.

Positive peer relationships can be a protective factor, supporting a child’s academic pursuits, with studies 

showing that peers can serve as effective socialization agents for school engagement and motivation.
31-35

 As 

early as kindergarten and throughout school, having a friend and being well liked are associated with higher 

academic performance, more positive attitudes towards school, and less school avoidance.
36,37,31

 In contrast, 

being rejected or friendless at school, as well as being aggressive, places children at risk for poor academic 

performance, grade retention, absenteeism, and truancy, both concurrently and in subsequent years.
7,36,38

However, the impact of early peer relationship difficulties is multifaceted, with poor school adjustment 

associated with both peer victimization
39-41

 and peer aggression/antisocial behaviour.
42-44

 It should be noted that 

this process appears to be a gradual one. For example, being unpopular and rejected during the elementary

school years predicts subsequent school dropout, with rejected children being marginalized and ostracized, 

gradually disengaging from the school milieu.
7
 Given their failure to integrate with mainstream peers, it is not 
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surprising that early school leavers are less involved in school extra-curricular activities
1
 and more likely to 

associate with other marginalized peers, who place little value on educational success
8,10,45

Equally important are relationships with adults. Even after controlling for cognitive ability, later school 

performance is linked to the early influences of teachers as well as parents.
46

 Positive relationships with 

teachers are associated with better academic performance
29,30

 and more positive attitudes toward school,
47

 even 

as early as kindergarten.
36

 As Raver
22

 points out, children with social-emotional difficulties can be “tough to 

teach” and problematic relationships with kindergarten teachers are strong predictors of academic difficulties 

and school adjustment both concurrently
48

 and across the elementary years.
49

 Thus, failure to establish positive 

relationships early on may begin a downward cycle of school (dis)engagement. Indeed, fewer dropouts (60%) 

report that they get along well with teachers than do graduates (88.6%).
1

Conclusions

Research on the early social-emotional underpinnings of academic performance and school completion is 

limited. Most studies involve school-aged children, with few studies focusing on the earliest years of school.
36

Moreover, the links between school performance and social-emotional difficulties may well be reciprocal,
22

 with 

early learning problems contributing to negative social behaviour, and vice versa. Children’s transition to full-

time schooling as well as their progress over the first years of school (kindergarten to grade 2) are believed to 

constitute a critical periods for academic and social development,
46

 which, in turn, contributes to school 

success. Given the interface of social-emotional and academic competence, however, it becomes important to 

understand the precursors of early social-emotional behaviour before children enter school, during the 0 to 5 

period. Social-emotional competence is believed to have its roots in children’s early temperament and language 

ability, as well as their earliest relationships with caregivers, which provide a foundation for subsequent 

interpersonal relations.
50

 To fully understand the factors that contribute to school success, therefore it is 

imperative to broaden our focus and consider an ecological and developmental perspective on the problem, 

considering biological, academic, familial, and social-emotional factors and their interplay. To date, few studies 

have examined early social-emotional markers in relation to academic outcomes, although longitudinal studies 

such as the National Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth
51

 hold great promise in this regard.

Implications

From the studies that do exist, we know that a significant number of children display social-emotional difficulties 

that interfere with their relationships with both adults and peers, affecting their school engagement, 

performance, and their potential to become competent adults and productive citizens.
52

 One in five youth 

display problems severe enough to warrant mental health services.
53-55

 In light of these findings, dealing with 

social and emotional problems in the schools is one component of a larger educational mandate — to prepare 

students to function effectively in a complex social world. British Columbia’s Ministry of Education has taken a 

unique step in this regard by making social responsibility one of four “foundational skills,” as important as 

reading, writing, and numeracy. Evidence-based, early intervention programs that enhance social-emotional 

development are needed,
22

 along with efforts to evaluate the efficacy of new, promising programs (eg, Mary 

Gordon’s Roots of Empathy). Provision of adequate teacher training in social-emotional development is also 

critical. We have long recognized the importance of early intervention (eg, Perry Preschool Project, Head Start), 

but such efforts need to be based on a solid understanding of the early precursors to social and emotional 
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behaviour and the complex ways in which characteristics of child and family interact with the social context in 

which a child functions, recognizing the importance social-emotional functioning in facilitating school completion 

and academic success across the school years.
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Introduction 

The three texts examined here present highly convergent and complementary syntheses. Shelly Hymel and 

Laurie Ford focus primarily on showing how preschool children’s socioaffective skills determine the quality of 

their school experience. While the authors briefly recognize the importance of other aspects of development 

(biological, cognitive, cultural, socioeconomic and family environment), they chiefly advance scientific 

arguments that justify the need to learn more about the precursors of early childhood socioaffective 

development.

Frank Vitaro
a
 places the onus on the negative impact that behaviour (aggressiveness) and self-control problems 

have on children’s school experience, due to the close association between such problems and difficulties such 

as language disorders and attention deficit. He also mentions the influence of children’s family and 

socioeconomic environment in this regard. The author then provides a brief overview of preschool interventions 

that have helped children better adjust to school. He reminds readers that duration and intensity are important 

characteristics of effective interventions. Vitaro supports the statements of Hymel and Ford by stressing the 

importance of promoting the early development of social and emotional skills. 

Anne Smith summarizes what we know about the impact and effectiveness of preschool education programs (

Early Childhood Education). She also mentions the importance of intervention dosage (intensity and duration), 

and goes on to specify that not all preschool education programs offer the same quality of services. She draws 

attention to studies showing that the quality of those educational environments has as much to do with 

structural factors (size of the group, educator-children ratio, educator skills) as with educational processes 

(quality of educator-child relationships, relationship attitudes, child-centred educational processes, etc.).

Recent Research Results and Conclusions

There is no doubt that the quality of social and emotional development plays a central role in school experience. 

The quality of learning is intimately linked to the quality of students’ social integration.
1,2

 The authors’ focus on 

the importance of early childhood social and emotional development is surely justified, on both theoretical and 
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empirical grounds. It is worth adding, however, that recent longitudinal studies show that, while setbacks at the 

beginning of the schooling process (failure, retention) are powerful predictors of school dropout during 

adolescence, the same applies to family and socioeconomic factors.
3-5

 Therefore, there is no cause yet to claim 

the primacy of socioaffective risk factors over other social factors, at least during the preschool years.

Furthermore, a point of view that is fairly absent from the proposed syntheses is that of school as an 

educational environment in its own right. Socioaffective and behavioural risks early in life generate school 

difficulties in the context of interaction with an educational environment whose very composition, space-time 

organization, educational practices, etc. have an impact on the manifestation of school achievement.
6-8

 

Moreover, stating that a lack of social and emotional skills during the preschool years increases the risk of a 

negative school experience does not necessarily mean that the opposite argument applies. Not all of the 

students who experience problems at school show socioaffective risk factors in early childhood. A number of 

researchers have addressed the psychosocial and schooling heterogeneity of adolescents who drop out of 

school.
9-11

 While certain types of dropouts probably manifest difficulties from the time they enter kindergarten, 

this does not seem to be the case for many of them. An approach that focuses on identifying various paths of 

development would no doubt help delve deeper into the links between preschool social and emotional 

development, and subsequent adjustment to school.
12 

In our opinion, it is also worthwhile to insist further on the 

issue of gender differences. Boys are more likely to have problems at school: they are more prone to failure, 

grade retention, dropping out, etc.
13

 Despite a plethora of explanatory hypotheses, ranging from biological 

determinism to feminist analyses, we must acknowledge that there is little empirical knowledge on the subject. 

The differential impact of early childhood social and emotional skills on the school experience of boys and girls 

needs to be documented better.

Implications for Policy and Services

It is worth recalling and reinforcing several of the authors’ recommendations:

1. It is of the utmost importance to increase the public’s access to  preschool education programs, in 

other words, programs whose content and application is modeled on the characteristics of tried and 

tested programs. However, it is not enough to simply provide additional financial and material resources. 

It is also essential to improve the quality of educator training with regard to specific knowledge and know-

how. University-level training is better suited to the complexity of the operations required to set up 

specialized education programs. 

quality

2. Services must be adapted to communities’ cultural and socioeconomic characteristics, particularly those 

of the more underprivileged areas, which are also the areas that are most likely to benefit from preschool 

interventions.14 A comprehensive approach that incorporates health and social services, with coordination 

and cooperation among various community partners is essential to meeting this challenge.15,16

3. It would nevertheless be a mistake to focus solely on preschool interventions. Governments must 

implement ongoing action strategies that are tailored to children’s various stages of development and 

socialization contexts. Although early intervention is beneficial, and its cost-benefit analysis justifies the 

place it should occupy, it is not a panacea.14 The adverse effects of many social and emotional problem 

determinants will remain despite early intervention (family, poverty, neighbourhood life, peers, stressful 
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Introduction

As the economies of advanced nations become more dependent on an educated workforce, students who fail 

to complete high school will find it more and more difficult to secure meaningful employment that leads to social 

well-being. Therefore, it is more important than ever to understand and address the factors that contribute to 

early school withdrawal.

Research on school dropouts has examined a myriad of factors that predict why some students fail to complete 

high school. These factors fall into two distinct perspectives: one is an individual perspective that focuses on 

individual factors – such as demographic characteristics, experiences, attitudes and behaviours – associated 

with dropping out; the other is based on an institutional perspective that focuses on the contextual factors found 

in students’ families, schools, communities and peers. Both perspectives are useful and indeed necessary to 

understand this complex phenomenon.
1
 In addition, research has examined both proximal factors to dropping 

out – typically those associated with the high-school years when most students leave school – and distal factors 

associated with the experiences and backgrounds of students before they enter high school, but which may 

contribute directly or indirectly to their early withdrawal from high school.

Research and Conclusions

The two papers by Hymel/Ford and Vitaro
a
 focus on one important and understudied area of research on school 

dropout: identifying the early childhood experiences of students that may contribute to their later success or 

failure in high school. After briefly reviewing research on the proximal factors associated with dropping out, 

particularly academic skills and family characteristics, Hymel/Ford focus on one specific factor that they argue is 

critical to academic success: socio-emotional competence. They review a number of studies that suggest 

children with poor social skills and emotional control have more difficulty getting along with peers and with 

adults, and experience early academic failure, which leads to later academic and social problems and, 

eventually, early school withdrawal. Yet, as they rightly point out, the relationship between socio-emotional and 

academic competence may well be reciprocal, which suggests the need for more extensive longitudinal studies. 
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Vitaro also focuses on social behaviour as an important precursor to early and later school failure, but he links 

these problematic behaviours to disadvantaged families and some cultural communities. He then reviews a 

number of rigorously evaluated preschool programs that have been effective in improving the cognitive, social 

and emotional development of children and even reducing high-school dropout rates. 

These two papers support the idea that attitudes, behaviours and experiences of young children can contribute 

to their long-term success or failure in school. They also support the idea that failure to complete high school is 

not simply due to academic difficulties, such as low test scores or grades, but may be directly related to social 

and behavioural problems in school. Both of these ideas are supported not only by the literature cited in these 

two papers, but also by other theoretical and empirical literature that is not cited. Rumberger,
1
 for example, 

reviews several theories of school dropout that suggest withdrawal from school, as well as a related 

phenomenon, student mobility, are forms of disengagement with an academic dimension (e.g. doing school 

work) and a social dimension (e.g. getting along with others) that are reflected in both the formal (e.g. school 

activities) and informal (peer and adult relationships) aspects of school. In addition to the studies cited in these 

two papers, a number of other long-term studies of cohorts of students have examined the predictors of 

dropping out from as early as first grade.
2-7

 These studies found that early academic achievement and 

engagement (e.g. attendance, misbehaviour) in elementary and middle school predicted eventual withdrawal 

from high school. 

One additional indicator of early school performance has received considerable attention of late, at least in the 

U.S.: school retention. Historically, a large number of students are retained in each year of school. Data from 

the U.S. suggest that about one in five eighth-graders in 1988 had been retained at least once since first grade.
8

As more states end social promotion and institute high-school exit examinations, this number will no doubt rise. 

Already in Texas, which has instituted both policies, one out of every six ninth-grade students was retained in 

1996-97 (see Appendix A
9
). Although some recent studies have suggested that retention may have some 

positive effects on academic achievement,
10,11

 virtually all the empirical studies to date suggest that retention, 

even in lower elementary grades, significantly increases the likelihood of dropping out.
8,12-17

 For example, 

Rumberger
8
 found that students who were retained in grades 1 to 8 were four times more likely to drop out 

between grades 8 and 10 than students who were not retained, even after controlling for socioeconomic status, 

eighth-grade school performance and a host of background and school factors.

Although the two papers and the research reported above underscore the importance of identifying and 

addressing individual attitudes and behaviours in early childhood that may contribute to high-school failure, this 

research does not address the role that schools play in promoting or addressing these attitudes and 

behaviours. Recent statistical models have demonstrated that between 20 and 50 percent of the variability in 

achievement and other outcomes among students can be attributed to the schools that students attend.
18

Research studies have shown that the characteristics of schools as well as characteristics of individuals predict 

dropping out of school.
8,19,20

 For example, research has demonstrated that several types of school 

characteristics have been found to influence school dropout rates, including student composition, school 

resources, school structure and school processes and practices (see Rumberger
1
 for a review).

Implications for Policy and Services Perspectives

Both of these papers suggest that sufficient research exists to support the expansion of preschool and early-
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childhood programs to help address the early precursors to school failure and high-school withdrawal. Both 

papers also stress the need for programs that address the social and emotional as well as the cognitive needs 

of the child. At the same time, they caution that complex relationships between these needs, especially among 

children from different social class and cultural backgrounds, require more research. They also stress that all 

programs require thorough evaluations to demonstrate their effectiveness.

All of these recommendations are reasonable. Rigorous evaluations of existing preschool programs have 

demonstrated that they can produce long-term benefits in reducing high- school dropout rates directly and 

indirectly by reducing early precursors to dropping out, such as referral to special education.
21

 Moreover, such 

programs typically address all the needs of the child – cognitive, social, and emotional. 

In addition to preschool programs, other interventions will be needed to prevent early difficulties in children that 

lead to high-school failure and early withdrawal. These include parental training programs, after-school 

programs, summer-school programs and in-school programs. These programs have the potential to help these 

difficulties whether they are due to children’s academic, social or emotional needs. Yet despite the existence of 

many programs in each of these areas, for the most part, existing programs have not been rigorously evaluated.
22-24

 Such evaluations are important before governments and local providers invest money in early intervention 

programs.

At the same time, policy-makers need to examine existing school policies and practices to see to what extent 

they may be contributing to early school difficulties that eventually lead to high-school withdrawal. Retention 

policies are but one example. A more fundamental problem, at least in the U.S., is ensuring that all students 

have the same opportunities to learn and achieve success in school by providing a safe learning environment, 

adequate textbooks and learning materials, and fully qualified teachers.
25

 

Only through a comprehensive effort that focuses on students, families, schools and communities will it be 

possible to address the problem of high-school dropouts.
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Introduction

From the “nursery school” movement of the 1920s to the intensive interventions of the early 1960s, preschool 

education in the United States has existed for a century. The contemporary goal of preschool education is to 

enhance children’s school readiness skills and healthy development more broadly. This is particularly important 

for children growing up in poverty or having special needs so they can begin kindergarten with their peers fully 

ready to succeed.
1
 This was the key rationale of the federally sponsored Head Start program in 1965, and for 

many other preschool programs opened by states and school districts in the years and decades that followed. 

The percentage of the nation’s three- and four-year-olds enrolled in public or private school-based preschool 

has increased from 9.5% in 1964 to 53.8% in 2017, a nearly 6-fold increase.
2
 Considering all forms of non-

parental education and care, 75% of young children not yet in kindergarten currently participate in preschool.
3
 In 

parallel fashion to these societal shifts, the importance of documenting and understanding the effects of 

preschool has also increased substantially.

Findings over the past five decades have indicated that preschool programs can enhance children’s cognitive 

skills, literacy, numeracy, and social skills necessary for school success, as well as promote school 

achievement in the elementary grades, reduce the need for special education and grade retention, reduce the 

risk of delinquency, and increase levels of educational attainment.
4-11

 Among these outcomes, educational 

attainment is particularly important, given its link to economic self-sufficiency and positive health behaviours.
12,13

This review will focus on the connection between preschool participation and measures of school completion in 

the published literature.

Subject

For this review, preschool programs are defined broadly as the provision of center-based educational and 

family services to children at ages three or four. Programs are increasingly universally available with a full-day 

schedule, though federal as well as state and local communities prioritize children residing in low-income 

families or who have special needs.
1,3

 Given the timing and breadth of services, preschool programs are 

designed to promote healthy development but also may be regarded as preventive in reducing the risk of 

underachievement.
1
 Programs that begin at birth are included if services are also provided for three- and four-

year-olds. Programs in kindergarten and from birth to age three are excluded (see Gomby, Culross, and 

Behrman
14

 and Sweet and Appelbaum,
15

 for reviews of the latter).

Preschool programs have been found to be associated with higher IQ scores, better school achievement, lower 
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rates of grade retention and special education placement, and lower rates of delinquency and adult criminal 

activities.
6,8,11,16-19

 These outcomes are known predictors of school completion.
20-23

 Preschool programs of high 

quality are likely to have effects on school completion through the effects on these and other predictors. 

Review Findings

Results from several model programs have shown the positive effects of preschool participation on school 

completion and years of education.
7,24-27

 Although diverse in approaches, these programs are high in quality, are 

intensive in focus, and provide family services. Participants in the HighScope Perry Preschool Program were 

found to have higher rates of high-school graduation (71% vs. 54% at age 27; 77% vs. 60% at age 40).
19,28

Participation in the Abecedarian Project was found to be associated with a higher rate of attending four-year 

college (36% vs. 14%), more years of education at age 21 and age 30.
29,30

 Similar results were found in a large-

scale program, the Chicago Child-Parent Centers (CPC).
18,31-33

 Participants in the CPC preschool program have 

higher rates of school completion (65.8% vs. 54.2% at age 22; 86.9% vs. 80.7% at age 35) and more years of 

education. However, Head Start, the largest preschool program in the U.S., has had mixed results.
34

 Some 

studies found effects on high school completion
34-37

 and college attendance.
36

 However, other studies found no 

long-term effects.
38-40

 Only a few studies of contemporary state prekindergarten programs have reported 

enduring effects into middle school
41-43

 and beyond.
44

 For example, Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program 

(GSRP) found effects on high school graduation on time (57% vs. 43% at age 19).
44

 Table 1 displays a 

summary of these findings.

To sum up, the effects of preschool programs on school completion were examined in some published studies. 

Examples of those programs include the HighScope Perry Preschool Program, the Abecedarian Project, 

Curriculum Comparison Study, Consortium for Longitudinal Studies (including Perry Preschool, Early Training 

Project, the Philadelphia project, and Karnes, Shwedel and Williams’s project), Chicago Child-Parent Center 

Program, Head Start studies in several locations, and Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program. The latter is 

a state-funded Pre-K program.

Problems and Research Context

Although many studies showed the link between preschool programs and school achievement, few studies 

examined school completion as outcomes due to the availability of longitudinal data. Moreover, most of the 

studies examined model programs, thus the sample sizes were small, usually less than 150. In addition to the 

need for more evidence to support the association between preschool programs and school completion, 

researchers have also recognized the importance of understanding the mechanisms of long-term effects of 

preschool programs.
16,45,46

 That is, how do preschool programs lead to positive outcomes over time? Recently, 

studies have been conducted to examine the mechanisms of the link between preschool participation and 

school completion.
16,30,47-49

 Two major issues warrant further attention. First, more studies of large-scale 

programs are needed, especially for universal programs enrolling children across all socioeconomic strata. 

Current evidence is encouraging, however.
43,50

 Moreover, greater understanding of how preschool participation 

can lead to higher levels of school completion is crucial to identify the most important program elements and the 

school and family experiences that are necessary for lasting effects. 
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Key Research Questions

Beyond the findings on the effects of preschool programs on school achievement, the linkage between 

preschool programs and school completion has gained more attention, because school completion is ultimately 

linked to people’s economic and social well-being and can reduce the need for remedial education and social 

welfare services.
51-55

 How preschool programs are associated with school completion is addressed in the next 

section.

Recent Research Results

The theory behind preschool programs has been discussed and tested in some studies.
16,19,27,30,47,48,56-59

 Many 

hypotheses explaining the long-term effects of preschool have been proposed. These are summarized and 

explicated in the Five-Hypothesis Model of Intervention Effects (5HM
48,57

; see Figure 1). The two major 

hypotheses investigated most in the studies are the cognitive advantage hypothesis and the family support 

hypothesis.
49

 

According to the cognitive advantage hypothesis, the positive effects of preschool on cognitive development at 

school entry launch children into positive scholastic development and commitment that facilitate improved 

developmental outcomes in adolescence and beyond. As a central rationale behind preschool programs, the 

cognitive advantage hypothesis has consistent research support. Among the developed abilities to be nurtured 

from this perspective are language and literacy skills, knowledge of quantitative concepts, oral communication, 

school readiness and general cognitive skills. Of course, achievement motivation, attitudes and interests also 

contribute to cognitive and scholastic development.
60,61

The family support hypothesis indicates that long-term effects of interventions will occur to the extent that 

program participation enhances family functioning and parenting practices. Increased parent involvement, for 

example, may strengthen home support for children’s learning by motivating higher aspirations for children’s 

educational performance and increasing the quality of interactions and activities that occur (e.g., reading to and 

with children, going to the library). Participation in preschool programs may also promote the family and school 

stability through increasing interaction between parents and teachers. According to Bronfenbrenner,
62

 long-term 

effects of preschool are more likely if the home environment, children’s major early learning context, is 

strengthened. Preschool programs are time-limited, but family experiences persist. 

The cognitive advantage and family support hypotheses suggest that strengthening literacy, language and 

cognitive skills, as well as parent involvement in children’s lives, are important goals of preschool programs. 

Activities and curricula to support these goals can contribute to positive long-term effects on school completion 

and other outcomes.

Three other hypotheses have also been investigated to explain the long-term effects of preschool education. 

The contribution of the school and community support hypothesis has been demonstrated in several studies.
38,47,57,63

 This hypothesis predicts that the program will increase the probability of children's attendance in 

effective schools and reduce the probability of school mobility, both of which are positively associated with 

educational attainment.
64

 The two remaining hypotheses, motivational advantage and socio-emotional 

adjustment, also have been found to contribute to educational success and attainment across studies,
57,65,66

 but 
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further assessment of their contributions and generalizability are needed.  They, along with the other three 

hypotheses, influence occupational, social behavior, and health outcomes in adulthood through educational 

attainment.
48,66

 

The five hypotheses together have demonstrated across studies to have the best comparative fit in accounting 

for long-term effects on educational attainment and related indicators of well-being.
65,66

 Nevertheless, additional 

studies of 5HM are needed. The complete set of processes expected to be impacted from early childhood to 

adulthood well-being is shown in Figure 1.

Conclusions and Implications

In summary, preschool programs are embedded in a broader context of family, community and school 

processes.
59

 The effects of preschools will be more likely to persist if learning gains are reinforced and 

supported by family and school experiences after the end of program participation.
17,58,67 

The findings of this review suggest various implications for social policy. Preschool programs for children at risk 

can lead to higher levels of school completion. The long-term effects have been explained, in part, by the 

cognitive advantage, family support and school support hypotheses of intervention effects. High-quality 

preschool programs should be promoted. Research indicates that the lasting effects of preschool programs on 

educational attainment can benefit the participants and society, with outcomes that include higher projected 

lifetime earnings, savings from less special education placement, and savings from reduced involvement in the 

criminal justice system.
12,51,54,68-72 

Findings from the present study, in conjunction with other studies, suggest some future directions. More studies 

are needed to examine long-term effects of preschool programs on school completion and higher educational 

attainment, such as college attendance. In particular, studies of large-scale programs, such as Head Start and 

state-funded preschools, are needed. Finally, greater understanding of the mechanisms of long-term effects is 

needed across and wide range of programs. 

Table 1. Summary Information on Selected Studies

 

Figure 1.  Five Hypothesis Model of Early Childhood Program Effects to Adult Well-Being
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Introduction

Evidence is accumulating on the long-term benefits of participation in early education programs for children 

from low-income families. Effective early education programs are believed to influence later academic skills 

through increased cognitive skills, greater motivation to learn and an enhanced knowledge base at school entry,
1
 all of which provide the child with further opportunities to promote academic engagement during the school 

years. If early education programs are effective, not only will children themselves benefit, but schools and 

society will also benefit through not having to provide costly services during later life stages.

Subject

Several important factors inform questions about the effectiveness of early education programs. The need for 

more quality early childhood programs has been increasing because over 64 % of mothers of young children 

are in the workforce, both in Canada
2 
and the United States.

3
 Further, much discussion on school readiness has 

focused on the importance of children’s physical health, cognitive growth and learning, self-regulation and 

motivation, positive relationship with peers and cooperation with adults,
4
 all of which are potential benefits of 

quality early education programs.

Since the 1970s, several studies on the effects of early education have been initiated. Most followed children 

through at least part of their elementary school experience
5
 whereas a few followed participants into adulthood.

6,7
 In a review of the major experimental studies, Ramey and Ramey

1
 noted several common features of 

effective interventions. Such interventions are (1) initiated in infancy; (2) intensive, comprehensive and 

individualized; (3) directly provided to the child; (4) high quality with frequent program monitoring; and (5) 

continued in some form into the early school years.

Problems

Numerous problems are inherent in conducting research on the longitudinal effects of early education services 

and programs.
8
 Longitudinal studies are expensive and require long-term commitments from funding agencies. 

They are also prone to participant attrition, making studies that begin with reasonable sample sizes fall below 

acceptable limits after a few years. Further, often the most needy participants drop out, especially from 
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comparison groups, limiting knowledge of effectiveness across diverse populations. And finally, measurement 

problems exist, as core constructs often require different measures at different life stages.

Research Context

Initial research on long-term effects of early education programs was restricted to studies conducted on 

demonstration programs located at single sites and enrolling relatively small samples (e.g. the Abecedarian 

project, the Brookline Early Education Project, the Perry Preschool Project). These studies were initiated in the 

1970s, a time when fewer mothers were in the work force and fewer early childhood programs were available 

than today. Nevertheless, they have produced findings on the effects of early education on participants during 

the school-aged, adolescent and adult years. More recent research has focused on multi-site studies with fairly 

large samples and produced findings related to the school years. 

Key Research Questions

The central question about the effectiveness of early childhood programs for children from low-income families 

is: To what extent do such programs make a difference in children’s long-term academic outcomes? Related 

questions exist about which program features are associated with more positive outcomes. Additional questions 

focus on whether the quality of the school experiences subsequent to the early childhood program enhances or 

impedes the effects of early childhood experiences.

Recent Research Results

Several extensive reviews have been conducted on the effectiveness of early education programs. Brooks-Gunn
9
 provided a briefing for the Subcommittee on Human Resources of the U.S. House of Representatives on the 

results of evaluations of high-quality early education intervention programs. She concluded that centre-based 

programs, in comparison to home visiting programs and case management programs, have the most consistent 

positive effects on children. Further, when programs served a wide socioeconomic range of families, they 

appear to be most effective for children who are poor or near poor and/or have mothers with little education. 

Barnett
10

 conducted a thorough review of 36 studies on the effects of early education programs for children from 

low-income families. He concluded that such programs result in short-term increases in cognitive performance 

and long-term effects on school performance, grade retention, placement in special education and social 

adjustment. Nevertheless, not all programs yielded such benefits; some failed to follow participants through the 

school years, while others suffered from research design problems, such as lack of random assignment to 

program and comparison groups. Barnett identified two studies with long-term academic outcomes as 

outstanding in their methodological rigour. 

The first of these, the Abecedarian Project
7,11

 provided high-quality early child care and school-age educational 

support to 111 participants. Participants were randomly assigned to the child care and school-aged 

components. A total of 104 individuals participated in the follow-up study at age 21. Those who had received 

the early child-care program had higher academic skills and intellectual performance as young adults, had 

completed more years of education and were more likely to attend college. Benefits were more apparent for 

females than for males. The school-age intervention served to maintain the benefits of the early childhood 

©2014-2020 CEECD / SKC-ECD | SCHOOL SUCCESS 3939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939393939



component, but had weaker effects than the child care component. 

The Perry Preschool Project
6
 is a second study known for its methodological rigour. A total of 123 children 

entered this study at the age of three or four and were randomly assigned to a program or comparison group. 

Children in the program group received a high-quality, developmentally guided preschool program. A follow-up 

study conducted when participants were 27 years of age indicated that program participants had significantly 

higher rates of high-school completion (or its equivalent), earned higher salaries, had fewer arrests and had 

fewer out-of-wedlock births. 

More recent interventions are also yielding positive outcomes. One promising program is the Chicago Child-

parent Center (CPC).
12,13

 In contrast to the two programs described above, which were model demonstration 

programs at a single site, CPC is part of the Chicago Public Schools and has centres in 24 locations. The 

program provides preschool education for children beginning at age three and family support programs aimed 

at encouraging parent involvement in children’s education. Such services are offered through second or third 

grade. A total of 1281 individuals (83.2% of the original sample) participated in a follow-up study at age 20. 

Those who had been in the preschool program had significantly more years of education, a higher rate of high-

school completion and a lower rate of school drop-out in comparison to similar individuals who had not attended 

the program. Benefits appeared to be more pronounced for males than for females.

Conclusions

Longitudinal evaluation of early childhood programs is challenging due to participant attrition, especially 

differential attrition between the program and comparison group, and the difficulty of measuring core constructs, 

such as motivation over time. Nevertheless, evaluations of the more rigorous studies of early education 

programs for children living in low-income families indicate specific advantages for participants in terms of long-

term academic outcomes, notably educational attainment and high school completion. Some studies (e.g. the 

Perry Preschool Project) also indicate social advantages for participants, such as a reduction in arrest rates and 

out-of-wedlock births, as well as increased earnings.A recent follow-up study of the Brookline Early Education 

Project reported that the urban young adults who had participated in the project during their infant through 

preschool years not only had increased earnings and greater educational attainment than their peers but also 

had more advantageous mental health and greater health efficacy.
14  

Indeed, mental-health benefits, although 

seldom examined as an outcome of early education, may be central to academic achievement, as Hymel and 

Ford suggest.
15

Such benefits accrue when programs are of high quality, provide intensive centre-based 

services during the early childhood years and maintain continued support services to children and families 

during the first few years of school.

Implications

Although evidence is amassing on the effectiveness of intensive and high-quality preschool programs on 

children’s later academic attainment, additional studies are needed to determine why some programs 

demonstrate benefits for females whereas others demonstrate benefits for males. More research is needed to 

determine the optimum age for program initiation, as some effective studies began in infancy and others were 

initiated during the early preschool years. Further, rather than additional studies of demonstration models, 

future research should focus on programs that provide services in community settings, such as public schools. 
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One critical question is how to scale up effective programs so they can reach a large number of children. 

Studies are also needed to consider the type of ongoing support that is most effective for children and families 

during the school years. Since results of rigorous evaluations of early education programs demonstrate clear 

long-term benefits for children, policies related to the provision of quality universal preschool education deserve 

careful consideration.

As Campbell and Wentzel both indicate, the congruence among the papers in this section on the associations 

between participation in high-quality preschool programs and later school completion is evident. Considered as 

a whole, however, the articles (including my own) are incomplete. In particular, although the empirical work on 

the links between preschool programs and school completion are by necessity based on preschool data from 

an earlier time, the need for preschool service models that are appropriate to our current population of 

preschoolers is great. The programs developed in the 1970s and 1980s were focused on a different population 

of preschoolers than we have today. Many immigrant children in the United States are English language 

learners, and their early education needs require complementary approaches to learning a new language and 

maintaining growth in their home language.
16 

Further, productive teacher-parent relationships demand that 

teachers have sufficient cultural understanding of parents’ beliefs about schooling, early education, child 

development, and parenting and of how teacher-parent value differences may affect children’s academic life.
17

Finally, children with disabilities are now routinely included in many early education programs and the former 

early education models require revision to take into account the needs of children with a broader array of 

developmental pathways.

Wentzel maintains that the call for theoretical models to guide program development is crucial to the 

effectiveness of future preschool programs. Programs are developed based on both explicit and implicit models 

of change, and we are at a point in the early childhood community where we can be more deliberative in the 

models we select and in explicating our understanding of the services, activities and processes that promote 

positive development. The task, thus, is to develop those models based on developmental theory, while 

simultaneously considering the developmental processes through which prior programs achieved success, and 

attending to the needs of the full complement of current preschool children and their families.
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Introduction and Subject 

Early childhood care and education/intervention programs have been shown to significantly enhance children’s 

prospects for academic success by reducing the probability of referral to special education, grade retention, and 

leaving school prior to high school graduation, especially for children at risk for academic underachievement.
1-3

Risk factors include poverty, developmental and learning disabilities, belonging to an ethnic minority, and 

speaking English as a second language, among other things.
4,5

 In addition, early childhood programs 

demonstrate significant return on investment over children’s lifetimes according to cost-benefit analyses.
6

Perhaps one of the most important functions of early childhood programs is providing a strong foundation for 

literacy development, bearing in mind that poor academic skills are strongly associated with dropping out of 

school and delinquency.
7,8

 However, there is an important caveat with regard to these research findings: only 

early childhood care and education programs of high quality are associated with positive outcomes. Poor quality 

programs appear to be associated with negative child outcomes
9
 and, unfortunately, the very children most 

likely to benefit from early childhood programs are the least likely to be enrolled in high-quality programs.
10

 New 

research is revealing how high-quality programs may be supporting children’s language and literacy 

development and that the impact of specific preschool language and literacy activities may depend on children’s 

language and emergent literacy skills.
11,12

Problems, Research Context, and Research Questions

As educators and policy makers consider whether and how to implement high-quality early childhood care and 

education programs, there are two important issues to keep in mind:

1. In order to understand the potential impact of early childhood care and education programs, an 

understanding of the multiple factors that affect children’s academic success and school completion is 

needed.

2. Based on an understanding of these multiple factors, determining which elements of early childhood 

education and intervention are associated with long-term positive effects on children’s academic success 

is important.
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There is a growing consensus about the benefits of early childhood programs; however there is considerable 

controversy about defining what high-quality early childhood care and education might be and what should be 

taught to very young children.
1,3,13

 Recent research provides important insight and guidelines regarding these 

subjects.

Recent Research Results

A number of longitudinal studies, some using nationally representative samples, contribute to our body of 

knowledge regarding

In the United States, such programs include studies of Head Start, Abecedarian and Highscope/Perry 

Preschool Programs,
2
 the NICHD Early Childcare Research Network study (NICHD-ECRN), and the Early 

Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS), as well as smaller studies such as the Home-School Study.
14

 Studies on 

specific interventions, such as Dialogic Reading
15

 are also informative. New studies of preschool classroom 

activities are also revealing.
16

 Summaries of the relevant research findings are provided below.

Multiple Influences on Children’s Academic Success

Child factors

Perhaps the most robust predictors of children’s school success are their early oral language skills, including 

vocabulary, use of complex sentences, and metalinguistic awareness (of which phonological awareness is one 

element).
4
 Emergent literacy skills, including letter knowledge, knowledge about letter–sound correspondence 

and understanding the purposes of reading and writing,
4
 are also associated with later school success.

17

Emerging evidence indicates that children’s self-regulation skills ? their ability to maintain engaged focus, to 

stay on task, to inhibit inappropriate behaviours, and to delay gratification ? may also predict later school 

success.
18-20,21,22

 Overall, there is good evidence that parents and teachers, as well as home and school 

environments, can influence the development of these child skills.
14,16,18,20,23-26

 Thus, early childhood programs 

that focus on strengthening children’s language, literacy, and self-regulation across multiple contexts typically 

prove to be most effective in promoting school success.

Sociocultural factors

The effect of poverty, race/ethnicity, and community are distal factors that, research indicates, are associated 

with children’s school success.
26,27

 However, it is not always clear how these distal factors operate through more 

proximal factors such as parenting and schooling. Certainly, children’s health and well-being, which are affected 

by socioeconomic status, can influence their ability to pay attention in class and to interact with parents, 

teachers, and peers.
26

 There is also evidence that the achievement gap between ethnic/racial minority and 

majority students begins before children enter elementary school and may be related to the amount and ways 

that parents talk to their children and to the home learning environment.
5,8,14,28

 Unfortunately, there is also good 

evidence that parents’ educational level and socioeconomic status (SES) are positively related to the quality of 

1. the multiple factors that affect children’s success in school

2. the aspects of early childhood programs that impact these multiple factors.
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the early childhood program in which their children are enrolled (NICHD-ECCRN studies) and the subsequent 

schooling their children receive.
8,27

 Children from higher SES homes tend to attend higher quality early 

childhood programs and children from lower SES home tend to attend lower quality programs.
11

Parenting

In general, the influence of parenting is greater than is the influence of early childhood programs on children’s 

school success. In fact, the quality of parenting young children receive accounts for almost four times the 

variability in children’s academic outcomes when compared to the independent effect of early childhood 

programs.
29

 Distal factors such as socioeconomic status and culture/ethnicity/race tend to operate through the 

more proximal dimensions of parenting
30

 including the home learning environment,
14

 parents’ warmth-

responsivity,
31,32

 and parental control and discipline.
33

 Theoretically, then, early childhood programs that focus 

on fostering parenting skills and rich home learning environments should be, and are, very effective in 

promoting children’s school success; albeit some studies indicate that programs that are solely parent-focused 

(i.e. with no center-based child focus) may not be as effective.
34

 Early childhood care and education programs 

that provide direct child intervention and foster close ties with parents, encourage effective parenting, and 

parenting behaviours that promote children’s language, cognitive, and literacy skills are among the most 

effective programs with the strongest cost-benefits ratios.
26,35

 For example, the Title 1 Chicago Child–Parents 

Centers, which provided both child center-based intervention as well as parent education, yielded a total 

societal benefit of more than $7 per dollar invested, taking into account reduced educational and criminal justice 

costs and increased taxes paid on the higher earnings of the participants.
6

Early childhood care and education

More than 60% of the almost 20 million children under the age of five, living in the United States, will spend time 

in some form of regular childcare.
36

 Thus, the quality of care all children receive while parents work is becoming 

an increasingly important consideration for service providers and policy makers. Although the effect of parenting 

is greater than that of early childhood programs, program quality still significantly predicts children’s school 

success even after controlling for the effect of parenting.
29

 We discuss the definitions of “high-quality” early 

childhood programs and their effects on children’s school success in the next section. Social and policy 

implications surrounding parents working out of the home, such as family leave and workplace policies that 

make it easier for parents to combine work and family responsibilities deserve more discussion than we can 

provide in this paper and readers are referred to articles in this Encyclopaedia
37

 and other resources.
13

Defining high-quality early childhood care and education/intervention

One of the dilemmas when designing effective early childhood programs is that there are widely differing 

definitions of program quality.
3
 For some, quality ends with physical plant, teacher credentials, and child–staff 

ratios. Yet these factors alone do not explain why some early childhood programs are effective in supporting 

children’s academic success and others are not. In the most rigorous studies, quality is closely tied to 

definitions of child success. When the goals of early childhood programs differ, the meaning of “child success” 

and the measured outcomes differ. For example, success has been variously defined as children’s school 

completion, delinquency, referral to special education, linguistic skills, cognitive ability, academic performance, 

and social development, including infant responsiveness, peer relations, and behaviour in the classroom.
9,10,38-44
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Recently, with the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act in the U.S., publicly funded early childhood 

programs have been encouraged to increase their focus on language and literacy skill development. Further, 

depending on definitions of child success, there is also evidence of child characteristics by instruction 

interactions so that early childhood activities that promote, for example, early literacy for one child, might not be 

effective for a child who has different skill strengths and weaknesses.
45,46

Thus, in order to design high-quality preschool programs, service-providers and policy- makers need a clear 

sense of what the program is to accomplish. If the goal is to support children’s academic success later in school 

and foster school completion, then high-quality programs should combine elements that are associated with 

children’s “school readiness,”
3
 which include developing language, literacy, and self-regulation, as well as 

support for parents, because, as discussed earlier, research indicates that each of these factors provides a 

foundation for school success. Further, where there is evidence of specific skills in individual children, these 

should be considered in the instructional strategies and developed through instruction interactions.

As noted previously, early childhood care and education programs that include strong support for parents and 

caregivers are among the most effective, with a strong societal return on investment. Parenting is a crucial 

predictor of children’s school success and early childhood programs provide an opportunity to support parents 

in their efforts at home while supporting children directly in the classroom. Effective programs include home 

visiting and outreach efforts such as Head Start and the Title I Chicago Parent-Child centers,
6
 parent literacy 

programs,
47

 providing books to take home, and specific interventions, such as Dialogic Reading.
15

 These 

parenting programs frequently support families’ communities as well.
3

One of the most consistent observations in early childhood classrooms where children went on to develop 

stronger academic skills was the linguistic environment of the classroom, including teacher-child interactions, 

teacher responsiveness, and teachers’ styles of interacting with children. In these studies,
14,48-51

 verbal 

interactions between the teacher and students were consistent predictors of children’s early literacy and 

communicative competency. These programs frequently enhanced children’s language and pre-reading skills 

and were associated with improved reading skills in later grades. For example, children in Head Start and Title 

1 preschool classrooms where teachers used more wh-questions (i.e., who, what, where, when, and why) 

rather than yes–no questions or imperatives (i.e., commands such as, “sit down”) tended to achieve higher 

scores on measures that predict later reading success.
45

 Classroom transcripts revealed that when teachers 

used wh-questions, they tended to elicit more cognitively challenging talk,
14

 including predicting, inferring, and 

enriching vocabulary, than when they used yes–no questions or imperatives (i.e., commands such as “sit 

down). In classrooms where teachers interacted with preschoolers using more cognitively challenging talk, 

children demonstrated stronger vocabulary and reading comprehension skills in first grade and beyond than did 

children in classrooms where the teacher-child interactions were proportionally more didactic and directive.
14,52

One reason the linguistic environment of early childhood programs may have such an important influence on 

literacy development is that young children must learn to talk and become competent users of language across 

a variety of settings.
52

 Further, children may come to school with the discourse practices of their heritage 

discourse community, which may differ in important ways from the discourse practices of the school classroom.
53

Preschools can offer an opportunity for these children to learn English (in the U.S.), if they speak another 

language at home, and to learn the kinds and ways of talking that are generally preferred in schools, including 

the more formal interactions that occur in classrooms. Some educators
54

 suggest that explicitly teaching 

©2014-2020 CEECD / SKC-ECD | SCHOOL SUCCESS 4646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646



children who may not learn classroom discourse routines at home (such as responding to and using wh-

questions and using school grammar) may be more effective in supporting children’s later success in school 

than ignoring or accepting forms of English that may work against their ongoing academic achievement.
55

 That 

is not to say that using a dialect other than school forms of English should be considered a risk factor for 

underachievement. New research indicates that for U.S. African-American Preschoolers, there is a U-shaped 

relation between frequency of African-American English (AAE) feature use and emergent language and literacy, 

including phonological awareness.
56,21,22

 Children who used AAE features most or least frequently demonstrated 

stronger emergent literacy than did preschoolers who used AAE features with moderate frequency.

Beyond language skills, emerging evidence indicates that children’s early self-regulation predicts school 

success
21,22

 and that parenting practices may influence its development.
5, 18

 The importance of self-regulation is 

well established for older children.
57

 However, it is not clear what role early childhood care and education 

programs might play or what teaching strategies might nurture its development. However, preschoolers who 

achieved higher scores on a task of self-regulation that required children to switch tasks demonstrated stronger 

growth in vocabulary, emergent literacy, and math than did preschoolers who had lower scores.
21,22

 More 

research is needed in this area, especially focusing on how to improve preschoolers’ self-regulation in the 

classroom.

Although research is just emerging on specifically why and how to teach young children elements of literacy, 

over the past decade what children need to learn has been fairly well established:
1,17

Children who begin first grade with strong skills in these areas experience greater success learning to read than 

do children with weaker skills. For example, in a nationally representative sample, children who began 

kindergarten already knowing their letters were stronger readers by the end of first grade than were children 

who did not
58

 ? an important advantage that should follow them through school.
59

 Phonological awareness (e.g., 

rhyming) is one of the most important predictors of later reading ability and is a teachable skill that, when 

explicitly taught in combination with letters, promotes stronger reading skills.
60

 Pretending to read storybooks, 

emergent reading,
4,61

 and pretending to write, also called invented spelling or emergent writing,
62

 are also 

positively associated with children’s early literacy, as is dialogic reading. In fact, dialogic reading (teachers or 

parents read storybooks with children in cognitively challenging ways) can be effectively taught to parents and 

teacher and leads to stronger early literacy skills.
63

The role of explicit instruction in emergent literacy, specifically letter knowledge, phonological awareness, and 

other print concepts is less well understood but new research indicates that a combination of child-centered 

strategies
64

 and explicit instruction may yield stronger results than either one alone.
12

 In addition, the content of 

1. Letters and letter-sound correspondence in combination with phonological awareness, including rhyming, 

phonemic segmentation and blending

2. Emergent reading

3. Emergent writing

4. Basic mathematics concepts

5. Metacognitive aspects of literacy.
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this explicit instruction appears to have a differential impact on preschoolers’ emergent literacy and vocabulary 

growth depending on the skills with which they enter preschool.
16

 In this study, preschoolers with weaker 

emergent literacy and vocabulary skills demonstrated greater growth when they interacted with their teacher in 

activities specifically targeting emergent literacy (phonological awareness, shared book reading). For 

preschoolers with stronger skills, a wider variety of activities, both explicit and implicit, supported their emergent 

literacy and vocabulary growth. Moreover, the more time preschoolers spent in these activities, the stronger 

was their emergent literacy growth – the less time they spent in these activities, the less their emergent literacy 

growth. The amount of time preschoolers spent in play (dramatic play centers, blocks, etc.) positively predicted 

vocabulary growth, especially for preschoolers with weaker vocabulary skills. Play was not, however, 

associated with emergent literacy growth. This specificity has been observed for parent-child interactions and 

shared book reading as well.
65,66

Elements of emergent literacy and language (letter knowledge, phonological awareness, etc.) can be taught 

through playful activities, such as pretend story writing, word and rhyming games, shared storybook reading, 

number games, puzzles, and poetry, and by attending to the expectations for self-regulated behaviour in the 

classroom. Children who begin school at a disadvantage, with low vocabulary skills and no experience with 

letters, reading, and word games may especially benefit from such activities.
16

 For example, Head Start children 

who began the school year with smaller vocabularies generally achieved stronger early literacy skills when their 

teachers talked more frequently about letters, letter sounds, and rhyming, played word games, and encouraged 

children to write their names
45

 and used invented spelling.
62

 However, such talk affected growth in these skills 

much less when children started the school year with strong vocabulary skills. For these children, more frequent 

focus on metacognitive aspects of literacy, such as talk about storybooks, the purpose of reading and writing, 

authors, and the act of writing appeared to be related to stronger early literacy skill growth.
45

 Thus, the 

effectiveness of specific instructional strategies may depend on children’s initial skill levels and the child 

outcome of interest.
16

These kinds of child by instruction interactions are evident in the early elementary grades as well.
67,68

 With this 

in mind, the term “high-quality” program may be misleading because what might be high quality for one child 

may be ineffective, and thus low quality, for another, depending on the goals of the early childhood program. It 

may be more useful to use the term “effective” instead of “high-quality.” This would encourage focus on child 

outcomes rather than a “one-size-fits-all” silver bullet approach to designing effective early childhood care and 

education programs.

Conclusions and Implications

Early childhood care and education programs provide significant support for children’s academic success, 

measurable societal returns on investment, and a clear strategy for supporting school completion, especially for 

children at risk for school failure. However, while the effectiveness of early childhood programs is closely tied to 

each of these benefits, ineffective programs may actually have a negative impact on children’s academic 

achievement. Effective early childhood programs take into account the multiple factors that influence children’s 

school success, including parents, teachers, home and classroom. Programs that provide two-generation 

support (including both the child and parent/caregiver) have consistently been found to be associated with 

school success. Specific strategies, such as parent outreach and education, dialogic reading, and home visits, 

are quite effective in supporting parenting skills, fostering parent sensitivity and discipline practices, as well as 
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improving children’s home learning environment. Early childhood programs that provide a linguistically rich 

learning environment with explicit focus on developing emergent literacy, where cognitively challenging talk is 

encouraged and emergent literacy instruction is tailored to the needs of the students appear to be most 

effective in supporting language and literacy development and providing critical foundational skills for school 

success. These foundational skills include knowing letters and letter–sound relations, phonological awareness, 

basic math concepts, emergent reading and writing, and an understanding of the purposes of reading, writing, 

and math. Emerging research indicates that nurturing children’s self-regulation skills may provide another 

important strategy for improving their school success. Overall, effective early childhood care and education 

programs are proving to be one of the most powerful means of supporting families and their children on the 

road to academic success and school completion.
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Introduction

Without exception, scholars who have examined the evidence that early childhood programs can positively 

affect school completion agree that such programs do enhance the likelihood of school completion for children 

growing up in poverty. The papers approach the question from different perspectives. Hauser-Cram
a
 discusses 

a number of problems that make it hard to give definitive answers to this question, then summarizes 

conclusions reached by others who have considered the matter, and finally describes three preschool programs 

that have demonstrated positive, long-lasting effects on educational attainment for poor children. Connor and 

Morrison
b
 go into more detail about background factors associated with academic attainment; they discuss the 

evidence for and against targeting the child or the parent as the primary focus of an early childhood program, 

and show that the field has not always been specific about what exactly the goal of an early childhood program 

should be: child language, pre-literacy skills, parenting practices, or teacher behaviours. Ou and Reynolds 

defined precisely what they meant by “early childhood program” and summarized the evidence emerging from 

the eight studies that met their definition (children were in “treatment” between the ages of three and four years, 

and data existed to examine long-term educational achievement). These scholars included a useful summary 

table describing outcomes from the studies that met their criteria.
3

Research and Conclusions

Obviously, the more carefully controlled experimental studies, such as the Perry Preschool and the Abecedarian

programs, have the strongest evidence of benefit.  Although both have relatively small samples, sample size is 

partly offset by good experimental design and low attrition. Importantly, the much larger Chicago Child-Parent 

Center study has comparable evidence of long-term benefits. For the most widely offered of all preschool 

programs, Head Start, the evidence of long-term efficacy is still mixed. 

There are some differences among the authors as to the best model through which early childhood programs 

can influence school completion, but strong evidence of the superiority of one service delivery model over 

another is lacking. Connor and Morrison conclude that best practice combines some form of family treatment 
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with direct services to children. However, if school completion is the criterion in question, long-term outcomes 

from the Abecedarian study do not support the idea that family focus is crucial. The evidence is that the child-

focused preschool program had a stronger effect on young adult educational attainment than did a more family-

centered program provided in the primary grades. 

This is not to argue that a child-focused preschool program can nullify the effects of the early home 

environment. The Abecedarian analyses suggest that centre-based preschool educational programs operate to 

some extent independently of the home environment to influence children’s development – both contribute, and 

the better the quality of the early environment, the better the child is likely to do in school. However, it has not 

been proven that adding a parent-focused component onto a child-centered preschool experience leads to 

cognitive/academic benefit over and above what the child-focused program alone provides.

A randomized study that addressed the importance of adding a parent component to a centre-based early 

childhood education experience was the Carolina Approach to Responsive Education (Project CARE). In this 

study, one group of children had centre-based treatment to which a family education component was added, 

while a second group of children had the family education component alone. Children treated in both ways were 

compared to untreated controls. Children with centre-based education plus home visits outperformed the 

control group during the early childhood years, but those with home visits alone did not.
1,2

 

Data from the Perry Preschool Project were used to test whether long-term positive benefits seemed to come 

from enhancement of the cognitive development of study participants or from positive effects on the family. The 

results indicated that direct cognitive enhancement was the more likely mechanism. The Abecedarian study 

tested mediators of the effects of early childhood programs on long-term academic test scores (through age 21) 

and found that, for both reading and math achievement, the effects of the early childhood program were 

mediated through program effects on early cognitive development.
3
 Similarly, the Abecedarian data indicate 

that both maternal IQ and the early home environment exert main effects on long-term educational attainment, 

but when the models are tested for mediation, it can be shown that maternal IQ influences educational 

attainment through its effect on the quality of the early childhood home environment. 

Ou and Reynolds suggest three models that might account for the benefit of early childhood program on school 

completion: direct cognitive benefit to the individual child leading to better school progress across the years; 

positive changes for the family that influence the extent to which the child adapts to school; and support for 

schools such that children have better attendance and less mobility across schools, thus experience more 

continuity across the years, thereby learning more effectively.

Connor and Morrison contribute unique comments on what components of early education lead to success in 

learning to read. They also make an excellent point about the need to treat each young child as an individual, 

tailoring the early education to match his or her developmental stage and learning style.

Implications for Development and Policy

Cost/benefit analyses indicate that early childhood programs can save society up to $7 for each dollar spent in 

the early years due to reductions in grade retention and use of special services, in terms of higher earning 

potential, and due to reductions in the societal cost of lawbreaking. Where early childhood treatment did not 
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appear to be associated with a reduction in crime, the cost benefit was not so powerful.
4 
 

These papers are unanimous in their support for early childhood programs, although they differ to some extent 

in what they emphasize and on just how child-focused, centre-based programs, parent programs and school-

based programs best combine to influence school completion. The implications are similar, however. Young 

children at risk, especially those growing up in poverty, can derive great benefit from high-quality early 

childhood programs. Conversely, poverty makes it more likely that children will have poor quality preschool 

programs – or none at all. High-quality early childhood programs are those that focus on the individual child and 

tailor his or her education to what is needed to prepare for later success. Money spent during the early years is 

cost-beneficial for society. Policy makers need to keep emphasizing the importance of the early years, and 

making resources available to ensure that poor children have access to high-quality care that also ensures they 

receive preschool education designed to give them the best preparation for school success and school 

completion.
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Comments on:

Introduction

The papers by Connor and Morrison, Hauser-Cram, and Ou and Reynolds provide a clear and comprehensive 

overview of research and related issues relevant to preschool education and school readiness.  As noted by 

these authors, the topic of early childhood education should be of utmost interest to educators and policy-

makers alike; increasingly, evidence supports conclusions that some programs can promote short-term gains in 

a number of important cognitive and social domains, as well as academic attainment and school completion 

many years later.  Moreover, these programs appear to be especially beneficial for at-risk children.

Research and Conclusions

Across the three papers, there is general consensus concerning what is known about early child-care and 

education programs and the challenges that implementation and evaluation of these programs present.  Indeed, 

many scholars agree that the most pronounced and consistent effects of early childhood programs are on 

children’s language and literacy skills, with some evaluations also documenting positive social and affective 

outcomes; other long-term effects of some model programs have included increased rates of school completion.
1,2,3

 It is also clear from the literature that positive long-term effects for children tend to be greatest when they 

attend model programs that begin services at birth and extend into the elementary-school years, that integrate 

efforts to support positive parenting with school-based instruction and that employ highly skilled teachers. 

Connor and Morrison, Hauser-Cram, and Ou and Reynolds also appear to agree that in order to make 

1. Services or Programs that Influence Young Children’s Academic Success and School Completion, Carol 

McDonald Connor and Frederick J. Morrison

2. Services or Programs that Influence Young Children (0-5) and Their School Completion/Academic 

Achievement, Penny Hauser-Cram

3. Preschool Education and School Completion, Suh-Ruu Ou and Arthur J. Reynolds
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significant progress toward greater understanding of these findings, researchers must increase efforts to define 

and interpret what is meant by quality and long-term success, implement and evaluate model programs on a 

larger scale and utilize theoretical models to identify the mechanisms and multiple factors that can explain why 

certain programs appear to have significant, positive effects on children’s lives.

These interpretations of the extant literature are thoughtful and well grounded in the literature. Therefore, in 

response to these papers, I would like to expand on several points and offer some additional perspectives on 

how to approach some of these challenges. A central issue raised in these papers relates to the multiple 

definitions of program quality and success that appear in the literature. Connor and Morrison argue that clearly 

articulated goals for early childhood programs are often lacking. Ou and Reynolds extend this argument by 

suggesting that, although short-term social and cognitive gains have been cited as meaningful outcomes that 

are influenced by quality programs, the ultimate and most important goal of early childhood programs should be 

educational attainment. 

Historically, the explicit target of formal educational programs has been to develop intellectual and academic 

skills that contribute to a well-functioning citizenry. However, policy-makers, as well as parents and educators, 

have also acknowledged the important contributions of schooling to the development of children’s social and 

self-regulatory skills, including the development of positive interpersonal relationships, social perspective-taking 

skills, motivation to achieve valued social and academic outcomes and positive educational aspirations.
4 
This 

tradition of promoting multiple goals for school children underscores the notion that being a successful student 

and ultimately a competent citizen requires the development of many skills. Therefore, a focus on the 

accomplishment of distal goals such as educational attainment requires concomitant attention to goals more 

proximal to early childhood development, such as social and self-regulatory functioning and social adjustment 

to school. In turn, achieving these developmental milestones should contribute in positive ways to later 

academic accomplishments and attainments. In fact, much research on elementary-level and secondary-level 

students documents significant correlations between social competencies and positive academic outcomes.
5

In line with this suggestion, I agree wholeheartedly with Ou and Reynolds’ call for further development and use 

of theoretical models to guide work in this area. Without conceptual frameworks to guide systematic hypothesis 

testing, it is not possible to make any clear identification of the underlying causal mechanisms that can inform 

practitioners about how and why specific practices work better than others. Towards this end, I would propose 

that researchers make better use of what we know about effective parenting to identify components of model 

programs. As noted in each paper, parenting factors explain a significant and meaningful proportion of the 

variance in school success over and above that explained by program effects.  In light of these findings, it is 

essential that programs provide services to parents that can enhance parenting skills, parent-child 

communication strategies and parental efficacy for child-rearing and for interacting with educational institutions. 

These and other positive aspects of parenting can only serve to enhance the overall effects of more child-

centred interventions at school. 

In addition, however, it is reasonable to ask a slightly different question: what do we know about effective 

parenting that can be incorporated into and thus improve early childhood programs? There is widespread 

recognition that specific parenting practices are central to the development of childhood competencies.
6,7

Parents who provide children with appropriate levels of control by consistently enforcing rules and providing 

structure for children's activities; who communicate expectations to perform up to one's potential as well as to 
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practice age-appropriate levels of self-reliance and self-control; who engage in democratic communication 

styles that solicit children's opinions and feelings; and who express warmth and approval have children who 

thrive socially as well as cognitively.
8
 In addition, effective parents tend to be those who model appropriate 

values and skills 
9
 and who scaffold their children to be more self-reliant learners. 

10

Although it is critical for parents to be taught these skills, it is reasonable to assume that teachers can also be 

taught how to employ these strategies and that their use will increase the likelihood that their students will thrive 

academically and socially in the classroom.
11

  In fact, in studies of elementary school-aged children, teacher 

provisions of structure, guidance and autonomy have been related to a range of positive motivational as well as 

academic outcomes.
12,13

 Moreover, young children's adjustment to school has been related to teacher-student 

relationships characterized by warmth, absence of conflict and open communication.
14

 Taking these findings 

one step further, it is likely that preschool teachers who interact with children in a manner consistent with “best 

practices” of parents will also significantly increase these children’s chances of developing a positive attitude 

toward schooling as well as valuable social and academic skills.

Implications

Connor and Morrison, Hauser-Cram, and Ou and Reynolds provide a set of recommendations for improving our 

understanding of the effects of early childhood programs. Support for longitudinal and large-scale studies, 

clarification of program goals, theory development and greater focus on family functioning are laudable 

objectives for the field to pursue. In addition, I would argue that program goals should be multi-faceted, 

targeting developmentally appropriate skills of young children that will facilitate the achievement of more long-

term goals into adulthood. Moreover, program developers must utilize conceptual models that identify multiple 

outcomes that can be linked to the achievement of more distal educational outcomes. In this regard, there is 

much to be learned from research on what parents can do to promote the development of cognitive, social and 

affective competencies in their children. Implementing these practices into early childhood programs should 

contribute to a basic understanding of how and why some early childhood teachers promote positive outcomes 

in children while others do not.
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Introduction

This section involves promotion of school readiness in young children. When children begin school with the 

cognitive, behavioural and social-emotional skills needed to benefit from the learning experiences provided, 

they are more likely to experience long-term success. Research on early childhood education and development 

has identified a number of practices that promote school readiness in young children. We will review a number 

of these, with a particular emphasis on strategies that can be utilized by parents and other caregivers. 

Subject

School readiness refers to a constellation of skills and behaviours that children have developed by the time of 

school entry, which allow them to adjust well to school and to maximally profit from the learning experiences 

they encounter.
1
 While earlier thinking about school readiness focused on pre-academic skills such as counting 

and letter recognition, more recent conceptualizations emphasize the importance of social-emotional 

competencies as well, such as the ability to follow instructions, inhibit impulses, and focus attention.
1
 While the 

cognitive and social-emotional aspects of readiness are interrelated, they also make independent contributions 

both to children’s initial adjustment to school and to their long-term academic and behavioural success. 

Problems

Deficits in school readiness can create long-term difficulties for children. Those who enter school behind their 

peers in terms of basic cognitive and social-emotional skills are at risk for a number of negative outcomes, 

including low achievement, peer problems, low attachment and investment in school, and school dropout.
2

Unfortunately, many children, particularly those from low-income families, arrive at school with low levels of 

both cognitive and behavioural readiness. This “achievement gap” between disadvantaged children and those 

from more advantaged homes does not disappear with schooling; in fact, it tends to widen over time as children 

get older.
3
 

Research Context

Because poor school readiness often sets the stage for chronic difficulties with school adjustment, interventions 

designed to boost school readiness generally focus on children under the age of 5. These include strategies 

that target children’s skills directly by promoting language development, emergent literacy, and early math 
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skills, as well as programs to support peer competence and to promote attention control, motivation, and 

engagement in learning. Some of these interventions target children directly and take place either in preschool 

settings (such as Head Start), or they target school readiness indirectly by targeting various aspects of 

parenting. Parent-focused programs often take place in the context of home visitation programs (such as the 

Nurse-Family Partnership program or the Early Start Program). While many interventions are designed to 

remediate the deficits of at-risk children, others are universal, targeting all children (such as the preschool 

PATHS program). 

Key Research Questions

A number of questions have emerged from research on children’s school readiness and from intervention 

studies targeting readiness. These include: 

Recent Research Results

A number of interventions have been evaluated and found to be effective at promoting children’s school 

readiness. While many of these involve center-based programs such as Head Start, for the purposes of this 

chapter, we will focus on those programs that involve parents.  

Research has identified a powerful role for warm, sensitive parent-child relationships in the promotion of 

children’s development. It appears that patterns developed in infancy and toddlerhood influence school 

readiness through their effects on children’s developing cognitive and self-regulation skills.
4
 In the preschool 

years, sensitive, responsive parenting has been linked to the development of executive function and attention 

control, both of which are important for school readiness.
5,6

 Alternatively, harsh, inconsistent, or coercive 

parenting strategies are associated with lower levels of both cognitive and behavioural readiness,
4,7

 possibly 

because this impairs the development of emotion regulation and impulse control.
1
 This seems to be particularly 

true for children from low-income families, where warm, supportive parenting can buffer children against the 

negative effects of economic disadvantage.
8

In the cognitive domain, Dialogic reading refers to a form of parent-child book reading during which parents 

engage children in conversations about the story, make a point of presenting new vocabulary words, and ask 

complex questions. Whitehurst and colleagues
9,10

 trained parents to utilize these techniques when reading to 

their preschoolers. When parents were able to do this consistently (defined as 15 minutes per day, three or 

more times per week for 8 weeks), children from both low- and middle-income families showed significant 

improvement in their language skills. Additionally, children who were below average on tests of expressive and 

receptive language showed significant improvements in their early literacy skills as a result of dialogic reading 

Which components of school readiness are most critical for long-term school adjustment and academic 

success? 

Which interventions affect these components, and how well do they work?

Which children benefit the most from school readiness interventions?  

Are school-based or parent-focused interventions more effective in promoting school readiness, or do 

these approaches complement one another? 
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at home.
11

 Similarly, research has shown that when parents are trained to tutor their kindergarten children in 

early academic skills (e.g., letter identification, phonemic awareness), children make meaningful progress.
12,13

  

In addition to dialogic reading, parents can promote children’s school readiness by providing educational toys 

and literacy materials such as books and writing supplies. The presence of toys and learning materials in the 

home is positively related to children’s subsequent cognitive and language development.
7
  

Although parent-child conversation has not been directly linked to school readiness outcomes, it is linked to 

advances in children’s vocabulary and syntactic skills.
14

 In turn, these are significant predictors of later literacy 

skills; vocabulary during the preschool years is linked to children’s reading comprehension skills in third grade.
15

Therefore, conversational interactions between parents and young children may facilitate school readiness by 

contributing to children’s linguistic competence.
16

 Conversely, research has demonstrated that high rates of 

prohibitions and restricted language (e.g., commands) are linked to low levels of both cognitive and behavioural 

readiness.
17,18 

Research Gaps 

While parent-focused interventions to promote school readiness often lead to improvements in parenting and 

may also include positive effects on child development generally, specific links to school readiness are usually 

lacking. Programs that target parents of infants and toddlers frequently lack sufficient longitudinal follow-up to 

document clear readiness outcomes. When links to school readiness are made, however, they are often fairly 

modest, and effects may be found only for certain subgroups. For example, the Nurse-Family Partnership 

program, a well-researched home visitation program that targets low-income, first-time mothers, found that only 

particular subgroups of children demonstrated school readiness benefits from this intervention.
19

 Further 

research is needed to determine which interventions are most appropriate and helpful for particular children and 

families.

Conclusions

Research on school readiness indicates that a number of parenting behaviours relate to children’s 

developmental and behavioural competence, and more modest evidence links these improvements to school 

readiness outcomes. Warm, responsive parent-child relationships are powerful buffers against the toxic effects 

of poverty and the risks posed by dispositional characteristics such as premature birth. Parent-child interactions 

that involve joint play and book reading, complex conversations, and interactions with cognitively challenging 

toys and other pre-literacy materials appear to facilitate language development, self-regulation, attention 

control, and engagement in learning. These factors in turn set the stage for school readiness. Children’s school 

adjustment can also be facilitated when positive home-school partnerships exist, and when parents can 

complement classroom learning with positive home learning experiences. Parenting practices involving harsh 

discipline, inconsistent or coercive parent-child interactions, and a lack of rich verbal input can contribute to 

readiness deficits in children. Parent-focused school readiness interventions can promote parenting changes 

that lead to improvements in children’s development and behaviour, but research has not always linked these 

directly to improvements in school readiness.
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Implications for Parents, Services and Policy

The accumulated research evidence suggests several key ways in which parents can promote their young 

children’s school readiness. First, research suggests that parents should strive to engage in warm, supportive, 

and responsive interactions with their young children, because these foster the cognitive and self-regulatory 

skills that underlie much of school readiness. Similarly, parents should try to avoid coercive interactions 

characterized by prohibitions and anger displays, as these are associated with school readiness deficits. 

Second, parents of young children should strive to engage them in rich conversations that include novel 

vocabulary and other linguistic challenges. Improvements in these behaviours by parents have resulted in 

improvements in children’s language skills, cooperativeness, and joint attention.
16

 Third, parents can provide a 

cognitively stimulating home environment by making toys, books, and other literacy materials available to 

children, and by supporting their use through scaffolding and rich conversational exchanges. Finally, because 

research suggests that a positive home-school relationship is linked to children’s readiness, parents are 

encouraged to forge positive partnerships with teachers so that learning activities at home can complement 

those encountered at school. 

The research is clear that children from low-income families are particularly at risk for low readiness and the 

long-term negative consequences associated with the “achievement gap”, and that positive parenting may be 

particularly critical for these children. However, it may be very difficult for low-income parents to provide children 

with the experiences needed for school success. These parents often experience high levels of stress, 

depression, and family disorganization, and they may struggle themselves with low literacy and negative school 

experiences. Low-income families often lack the material resources needed to provide toys, books, and 

enrichment experiences that facilitate cognitive and social-emotional development. Therefore, a challenge for 

educators and policy makers is to provide parents of vulnerable children with the skills and resources necessary 

to foster and support school readiness.  
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Introduction

There is converging research evidence that children of preschool age need to develop their ability to regulate 

their emotions and behaviours in order to succeed in school. They must also develop other skills that contribute 

to the learning of reading, writing, and mathematics.
1,2,3,4

 From the very start of school, major differences can be 

seen among children with respect to these skills. In Quebec, a French-language Canadian province, 26% of 

children come to school with significant cognitive or socio-emotional delays.
5
 Although these children come 

from various backgrounds, their number increases according to their level of material and social poverty.
5
 It is 

generally recognized that these delays hinder children’s ability to succeed in school,
6
 and that these children 

are at higher risk of experiencing conflictual relationships, which can also compromise their school success.
7
 

Subject

Having four-year-olds take part in a kindergarten program is one of the educational strategies used to promote 

school readiness. In Canada, these programs were first set up in the 1970s; they are offered half-time at public 

schools to four-year-olds in disadvantaged areas.
8
 In 2013, Quebec introduced a full-time kindergarten program 

for children from underprivileged backgrounds.
9
 The justification for such a measure is based on the finding that 

families in underprivileged areas are less likely to use government-regulated childcare services and that their 

children are over-represented in poor-quality childcare services.
10

,11 Yet quality preschool services are 

necessary to foster school readiness. Quality is defined by the service’s structural characteristics (adult-child 

ratios, training and remuneration of staff) and by the quality of its processes (adult-child interactions, child-child 

interactions, and educational activities).
12

 Studies amply describe the characteristics of effective programs, but 

the quality of preschool services still varies widely throughout North America.
13

 Children of all backgrounds 

usually benefit from a high-quality preschool environment, but children from underprivileged backgrounds 

benefit even more; hence the initiative of offering a full-time program.
14,15

 

Research results

Research results are clear, but consensus on educational strategies is lacking

The type and the number of stimulation activities offered in preschool programs are the subject of lively debate 

©2014-2020 CEECD / SKC-ECD | SCHOOL SUCCESS 6464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464646464



among researchers, practitioners and decision-makers. While some advocate development of the whole child, 

others prefer the teaching of specific skills. In the United States, for example, there has been strong political 

pressure to have preschool services focus on the development of cognitive skills within structured learning 

situations, as is often done in school.
16

 This position is probably influenced by a number of studies which show 

that preschool skills in math, reading, and writing, along with children’s attention capacity, are the best 

indicators of later school success.
17

 Yet many U.S. researchers are opposed to this orientation, arguing that it 

disposes of all the other areas of children’s development that are linked to their ability to learn.
16

 Currently, there 

seems to be a growing consensus that preschool stimulation activities should target the child’s overall 

development.
18

 

In addition, there is a whole debate around the best educational approaches for getting children to develop 

these skills. This debate revolves around the respective roles of the adult and the child in the educational 

process. The play-centred approach gives preference to the child’s initiative in his or her learning and is often 

opposed to a so-called teacher-directed approach, where the teacher assigns activities for the children to do. A 

recent meta-analysis
19

 as well as the Chicago Child-Parent Centers
20

 program show that direct teaching 

approaches are associated with higher performance in terms of children’s cognitive skills. On the other hand, 

when it comes to self-regulation and socio-emotional skills, approaches combining child-initiated play and adult-

initiated structured teaching appear to be more effective.
14

 However, the studies included in the meta-analysis 

are several years old and are often imprecise as to the specific nature of the approaches used. They may not 

take into account recently recognized practices for promoting the development of certain skills in children. 

These recent practices, which could be qualified as direct instruction, are carried out in a fun and interactive 

context. Thus, they are different from more traditional methods, which for the most part consisted in having 

children learn through repetition as a group.

In order to shed some light on the range of educational approaches, Table 1 presents a continuum of the 

approaches compiled, with free play and direct instruction at the two opposite poles. For each approach, we 

present the respective roles of the child and the adult, the quality of the interactions between them, and the 

objectives pursued. For several authors, child-initiated play is central to the acquisition of the skills needed to 

adapt to school.
2,21,22

 But is this single approach sufficient for children who have special needs or whose quality 

of play is poor, as is often the case in children from disadvantaged backgrounds?
21

 In guided play, the adult 

intervenes to create a more complex (i.e., symbolic) play situation since this type of play is associated with the 

development of competencies such as the self-regulation of emotions and behaviours.
23

 Table 1 also presents 

the category of directed play, in which learning objectives are focused on school prerequisites, such as 

language-related notions. While still starting from the children’s interests, the teacher using directed play targets 

the acquisition of specific skills. The category of playful learning involves activities initiated and prepared by the 

adult to explicitly teach specific skills. This teaching is usually done in small groups, in a way that encourages 

frequent and warm interactions between the teacher and the child or among the children themselves. These 

interactions are supported by strategies such as discussions, behaviour modelling, role playing, problem 

solving, interactive reading, and games among the children. Finally, the “drill and practice” category of 

educational approaches describes structured teaching situations where the teacher organizes and controls the 

activities. Here, teachers use repetition, memorization and worksheets; for example, they show the children 

letters, numbers and vocabulary words and ask them to identify and repeat them.
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According to the research, these approaches are all associated, to varying degrees and depending on the 

application contexts, with the child being better prepared for school. In this respect, a balanced approach that 

includes activities initiated by the child (free play, guided play and directed play) and by the adult (playful 

learning and drill-and-practice) is likely the most worthwhile avenue.
14

 However, there is little data available to 

back up this view. Regardless, given the research findings on the value of all the approaches compiled here, 

imposing a single approach could deprive children of experiences that would otherwise contribute to their 

development.

Conclusion

The success of the educational approaches is strongly associated with the quality of the interactions between 

the teachers and the children.
24

 To ensure this quality, effective teaching should make use of a variety of 

approaches, including explicit instruction, engaging in warm interactions that are sensitive to the child’s needs, 

providing feedback, verbal interactions, and making sure the stimulation offered is purposely directed toward 

achieving learning objectives. Moreover, this teaching should take place in an environment that is not too 

structured.
25

 Indeed, this environment should offer a balance between adult-initiated and child-initiated 

activities. These requirements for quality teaching are high. Consequently, it is essential that teachers be 

supported in using a variety of approaches to promote children’s overall development. This support should be 

based on best practices and provided through a professional development program specific to preschool 

education.
26

Table 1. Preschool educational approaches situated along the child play (C) / adult-structured (A) continuum

Play     Direct instructions

  Balanced  

Free play Directed play Directed play Playful learning Drill and practice
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C initiates play 

A provides an environment rich in 

play opportunities

Exchanges with A are not required 

unless C decides otherwise

Pedagogical objective: 

development of complex (symbolic) 

play

C initiates play 

A supports child 

through modelling 

or prompting

Exchanges with A 

are required, but 

are adapted 

according to C’s 

proposals and play 

abilities

Pedagogical 

objective: 

development of 

complex 

(symbolic) play)

C initiates play

A supports child 

through modelling 

or prompting

A-C exchanges 

are required, 

frequent, warm, 

and centred 

around C’s needs

Pedagogical 

objective: learning 

of specific skills

C initiates play 

A supports child 

through modelling 

or prompting

A-C exchanges 

are required, 

frequent, warm, 

and centred 

around C’s needs

Pedagogical 

objective: learning 

of specific skills

A determines learning situations: 

who does what with who, when 

and how

Exchanges with C are not required 

unless A decides otherwise. A has 

same objectives for all.

Pedagogical objective: learning of 

specific skills

Symbolic play: activity freely chosen by the child where the child is emotionally and intellectually engaged 

without concern for day-to-day demands. 

Balanced approach: the learning opportunities are initiated by C or by A, and A makes sure there is a balance 

among the various educational approaches so as to foster the child’s development.
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