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Public Health and Policy Context 
Positive early childhood experiences, particularly those occurring in the   
first five years of life, help children grow into healthy adults by impacting   
long-term social, cognitive, emotional and physical development. In the  
United States, most young children are cared for outside of the home in   
early care and education (ECE) programs, including preschool, Head Start,   
and family child care homes. ECE programs and staff can play influential roles   
in fostering the healthy development of young children. In the U.S. in 2019, nearly   
12.6 million children not yet in kindergarten received care in ECE programs each week. 

ECE programs vary greatly by type, curriculum and quality, and for many families, high-quality ECE programs 
can be cost prohibitive. The impact of ECE programs on child outcomes depends on their curriculum focus and 
the services they provide (e.g., health care services, nutritious meals). ECE programs can affect a child’s physical 
health, developmental and social-emotional health, and other social outcomes. 

Federal and state policies aim to provide families with access to high-quality ECE programs. Key federal 
programs and policies that promote access to ECE include: 

• Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG): CCDBG provides funding to support grants to state, 
territorial and tribal agencies to subsidize child care expenses and improve the quality and supply of   
child care for low-income, working families. 

• Head Start and Early Head Start: Head Start promotes school readiness of children ages 3 to 5 from low-
income families. Early Head Start serves infants, toddlers and pregnant people, and services include prenatal 
support and follow up, home visits, or center-based part- or full-day services. The Office of Head Start 
administers funding and oversees about 1,700 public and private nonprofit and for-profit agencies that offer 
Head Start services across the U.S.   

• Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP): CACFP reimburses meals for children and adults who are 
enrolled in participating child care centers, family child care homes, after-school programs, emergency 
shelters, and adult day care programs. Approximately 3.3 million children receive nutritious meals and   
snacks through CACFP on a daily basis, which is important for children’s growth and development. 

This issue brief highlights how high-quality ECE can have short- and long-term impacts on children's physical, 
developmental and social-emotional health, education and other outcomes, which can have a compounding   
effect on health for children. 

https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/early-childhood-development-and-education#cit1
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/the-foundations-of-lifelong-health-are-built-in-early-childhood/
https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/early-childhood-development-and-education#cit1
https://www.cdc.gov/early-care-education/php/public-health-strategy/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/strategies/priority-obesity-strategy.html
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/briefs/effects-early-care-and-education-children-s-health
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/briefs/effects-early-care-and-education-children-s-health
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=4
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK518908/
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/briefs/effects-early-care-and-education-children-s-health
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/%232023-226%20Benefits%20from%20ECE%20Highlight%20508.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/nemours-org/en/documents/national-office-promoting-health-in-early-care-and-education-policy-brief.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/early-care-education/php/public-health-strategy/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/strategies/priority-obesity-strategy.html
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47312
https://www.ffyf.org/resources/2023/05/the-first-five-things-to-know-ccdbg/#:~:text=As%20a%20result%2C%20CCDBG%20funds%20help%20to%20keep,high-quality%2C%20affordable%20child%20care%20to%20go%20to%20work.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs/head-start-services
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs/head-start-services
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs/about
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp/why-cacfp-important
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Impact of Early Care and Education on Child Health and Well-Being 
Experts agree that healthy environments and access to nutritious food, especially during the first 1,000 days   
of a child’s life, set the foundation for lifelong development, health, education, and economic productivity.   
High-quality ECE has the potential to positively impact a child’s short- and long-term developmental, physical   
and mental health, education, and other outcomes. Note that the outcomes described below reflect the impact   
of specific high-quality ECE programs and cannot be generalized to all ECE programs. 

Childhood Physical Health 
Attending high-quality ECE programs can impact children’s physical health by providing nutritious foods, 
promoting physical activity, and improving access to health insurance coverage and health care, including 
screenings, immunizations and dental care. Connections to these services may be provided as a part of some   
high-quality ECE programs. Specifically, ECE programs that participate in CACFP are more likely to serve 
nutritious foods to children, which has short- and long-term impacts for child health, development and well-being.   

Long-Term Physical Health 
Various longitudinal studies have shown that 
children who participate in high-quality ECE 
programs may experience health benefits into 
adolescence and adulthood. This can include 
reduced rates of chronic disease like heart disease, 
diabetes and obesity, lower rates of self-reported 
poor health as young adults, and lower blood 
pressure and arterial pressure.4 

Developmental and Social- 
Emotional Health 

Studies indicate that participating in high-quality 
ECE programs contributes to healthy cognitive 
development and social emotional skills, including 
lower levels of externalizing behaviors (e.g., 
aggression, rule-breaking behavior), improved  
social interaction, and better self-regulation. 
Furthermore, several studies have demonstrated  
the association between participating in high-quality 
ECE programs and reduced rates of depressive 
symptoms in early adulthood. 

Education, Literacy and Other Social and Economic Outcomes 

Studies indicate that participating in high-quality ECE may also create short-term (e.g., kindergarten and first 
grade) advantages in English literacy and language and math, school achievement tests at ages 9, 10 and 14, 
and literacy tests at ages 19 and 27, as well as longer-term educational outcomes, including truancy, high school 
graduation, and attending a 4-year college. 

Participating in high-quality ECE can also impact other social and economic outcomes like employment and 
earnings as well as justice system involvement. Specifically, in the short-term, access to child care can allow 
parents/caretakers to enter the workforce, which has positive implications for child health. 5 Additionally, 
participating in high-quality ECE programs during childhood can improve productivity once children enter the 
workforce as adults. In addition to the individual and family-level benefits of ECE participation, research shows 
a return on investment experienced by society at large, since participating in high-quality ECE can help children 
and families avoid more costly services in the future, including health care services, participation in the justice 
system, and grade repetition in school.  

Enrollment in ECE Programs Enrollment in   
ECE Programs   

Enrollment in high-quality ECE varies widely, 
with disparities relating to income, race/ethnicity, 
geographic region, and other characteristics. 
Specifically: 

• Children of higher-income families are more  
likely to participate in an ECE program than  
children of lower-income families, owing to 
affordability of ECE programs.  

• ECE enrollment rates vary by race and ethnicity.  
For example, half of eligible black preschoolers,  
38% of eligible Hispanic/Latino preschoolers,  
and 36% of eligible Asian preschoolers  
were served by Head Start. 

• Enrollment in ECE varies significantly across the 
country. For example, in Washington, D.C., 74% of 
children ages 3 and 4 were enrolled in government-
sponsored, prekindergarten from 2020–2021,  
while in Hawaii 1% of children ages 3 and 4 were 
enrolled in state prekindergarten.   

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/guide/what-is-early-childhood-development-a-guide-to-the-science/
https://thousanddays.org/why-1000-days/building-health/
https://thousanddays.org/wp-content/uploads/1000Days-Nutrition_Brief_Brain-Think_Babies_FINAL.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/briefs/effects-early-care-and-education-children-s-health
https://oce.ovid.com/article/00008480-202302000-00003/HTML
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/clusterrandomised-trial-of-the-impact-of-an-obesity-prevention-intervention-on-childcare-centre-nutrition-and-physical-activity-environment-over-2-years/6B0AA5C0E3065BB28F5B83D7797B29BC
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/head_start_report_0.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/briefs/effects-early-care-and-education-children-s-health
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK551492/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3810984/
https://oce.ovid.com/article/00008480-202302000-00003/HTML
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK551492/
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/shared/collateral/policy-briefs/impact-of-nutrition-and-food-insecurity-on-child-health-brief.pdf
https://heckmanequation.org/resource/research-summary-abecedarian-health/
https://dash.harvard.edu/bitstream/handle/1/12305831/Deming_HeadStart_AEJfinal.pdf?sequence=1https://dash.harvard.edu/bitstream/handle/1/12305831/Deming_HeadStart_AEJfinal.pdf?sequence=1http://
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-12497-006
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-12497-006
https://nieer.org/sites/default/files/2023-08/nieer-policy-update_health_2019.pdf
https://nieer.org/sites/default/files/2023-08/nieer-policy-update_health_2019.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02568543.2016.1273285#abstract
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8127666/
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01030.x
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01030.x
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.13928
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.13928
https://image.highscope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/16053615/perry-preschool-summary-40.pdf
https://image.highscope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/16053615/perry-preschool-summary-40.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/high-quality-early-child-care-and-education-the-gift-that-lasts-a-lifetime/
https://image.highscope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/16053615/perry-preschool-summary-40.pdf
https://image.highscope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/16053615/perry-preschool-summary-40.pdf
https://fpg.unc.edu/sites/fpg.unc.edu/files/resources/snapshots/FPG_Snapshot42_2007.pdf
https://image.highscope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/16053615/perry-preschool-summary-40.pdf
https://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/issues/2021/8/23/economic-effects-preschool-and-childcare-programs
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/the_economics_of_early_childhood_investments.pdf
https://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/issues/2021/8/23/economic-effects-preschool-and-childcare-programs
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/shared/collateral/policy-briefs/employment-on-child-health-brief.pdf
https://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/issues/2021/8/23/economic-effects-preschool-and-childcare-programs
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/high-quality-early-child-care-and-education-the-gift-that-lasts-a-lifetime/
https://www.impact.upenn.edu/early-childhood-toolkit/why-invest/what-is-the-return-on-investment/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK596379/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK518908/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK596379/
https://www.clasp.org/sites/default/files/public/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Disparate-Access.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK596379/
https://nieer.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/YB2021_Full_Report.pdf
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Conclusion 
Experts agree that early childhood is a formative time for children’s development, and positive experiences 
during the early years can impact lifelong health, well-being, social, academic, and economic outcomes. Since 
most children in the U.S. spend a significant portion of time in ECE programs, these programs can substantially 
impact the lives of children and have the potential to help them grow into healthy adults. Policies that support 
access to high-quality ECE programs can help increase exposure to positive early childhood experiences that  
will lay the groundwork for health and well-being into the future. 

Endnotes 
1A study from the National Head Start Association indicates there is a lack of available Head Start slots, especially Early Head Start slots, to  
meet the need. 

2A 2024 report from the U.S. Government Accountability Office found the availability of Head Start programs does not align with child poverty   
rates, which means that areas with high child poverty rates may not have adequate access to Head Start services. 

3See “Impact of Nutrition and Food Insecurity on Child Health” for evidence on how nutrition and food security can impact child health and 
well-being.    

4The authors state that self-reported health status is a predictor of mortality and other negative health outcomes. 

5See “Impact of Parent/Caretaker Employment on Child Health” for evidence on how parent/caretaker employment can impact child health   
and well-being.     

6Note that families with income between 200% to 300% of the federal poverty level (FPL) are less likely than lower-income families to utilize   
center-based care because they do not qualify for public subsidies that support participation in these programs.   

 7The National Institute for Early Education Research defines state preschool programs as state-funded, controlled and directed preschool   
education programs that serve preschool age children, focus on early childhood education, and offer group learning. These are distinct from   
the state’s system for subsidized childcare. State supplements to the federal Head Start program are considered a state preschool program   
if they expand the number of children served, and the state has some administrative responsibility for the program. 

8Idaho, Indiana, Montana, New Hampshire, South Dakota, and Wyoming do not have state prekindergarten programs. Across all 50 states   
and Washington, D.C., 17% of children ages 3 and 4 were enrolled in government-sponsored prekindergarten. 
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