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Recovery Proposals Adopt Proven Approaches to
Reducing Poverty, Increasing Social Mobility
By Arloc Sherman, Ali Safawi, Zoë Neuberger, and Will Fischer
Congress is crafting recovery legislation that has the potential to significantly reduce poverty,
broaden opportunity, and increase racial equity in the United States. Based in large part on President
Biden’s American Families Plan unveiled earlier this year, the investments under consideration
would make a substantial difference in the lives of children and youth, a large body of research
shows.
Even after government assistance, 1 in 8 children live in families with incomes below the poverty
line 1 — significantly more than in other countries of comparable wealth. There are wide racial and
ethnic disparities in poverty among children, with fully 21 percent of Black children, 20 percent of
Latino children, and 14 percent of Asian children living in families with incomes below the poverty
line, compared to just 8 percent of white children. Poverty rates are also high for American Indian
and Alaska Native children. 2 There is also less upward economic mobility in the United States than
in Canada, Denmark, or the United Kingdom, research by noted economist Raj Chetty has shown,
with mobility particularly low among Black individuals. 3
The major planks of recovery legislation being considered would build out at national scale
programs and policies with substantial track records and a strong base of evidence in the United
States and abroad. Multiple studies demonstrate significant benefits for children and young people
from investments in child tax credits, rental assistance, child nutrition, quality child care and
preschool, higher education, and paid leave. Children of color, who are more likely to experience
economic insecurity and lower-quality schooling, would especially benefit from these investments.
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Studies’ positive findings include:
•

When children grew up in a household receiving additional cash benefits, their academic
achievement increased on a lasting basis.

•

When families with low incomes received rental assistance, they were less likely than
unassisted families to experience homelessness, housing instability, or overcrowding —
problems linked to far-reaching harmful effects on families and children.

•

When elementary and middle school students received access to free school lunches, their
academic performance improved.

•

When children had access to quality pre-kindergarten at age 4, they were likelier to enter
college on time.

•

Assistance paying for quality child care can help families make ends meet and increase parental
employment rates while also improving children’s behavioral and academic outcomes.

•

When high school students were guaranteed grants to pay for community college, they were
likelier to complete community college.

•

When low-income college students received additional grants, they were likelier to persist in
and complete college — an effect substantially strengthened when grant aid was combined
with additional supports.

•

When parents had access to paid family leave, rates of early births and low birthweights
declined.

The rich evidence summarized in this paper offers a valuable window into the potential impact of
recovery legislation that includes robust investments in children and families. Like all research, the
studies cited here have limitations. Evaluations showing an effect in one population, community, or
historical period do not always generalize to others. For example, some proposals being considered
offer benefits to higher-income individuals than past programs that have been evaluated. As the
nation changes, the results of various interventions may change as well. And the quality of
implementation matters a great deal, particularly in complex education and child care programs.
Even with these limitations, the evidence suggests that key recovery proposals would substantially
increase economic mobility and reduce poverty for families in the United States.
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Research Can Show How Policies Change Lives
Social scientists consider some types of research more persuasive than others. The most
compelling evidence of causal effects comes from evaluations that are experimental in design, so
that individuals (or sometimes larger units, like schools) are randomly assigned to receive an
intervention or not. Where those receiving the intervention experience different outcomes,
researchers can generally be confident that the intervention was the cause.
But major policy changes often can’t be studied through such a design, and effects achieved in
carefully controlled evaluations may not be easy to replicate across populations. Another way to
measure likely program impacts is to rely on already occurring, well-defined variations in the policy
environment — for example, the new implementation of a broad policy, or cutoffs in eligibility —
that cause some individuals to receive an intervention and some not to. With analysis, researchers
may be able to isolate interventions’ effects, though this often can’t be done as neatly as in an
experiment.
Some studies only observe correlations (for example, that people who get a benefit are better off
than those who do not) but leave unclear why the correlations occur (for example, perhaps people
who were better off were more able to access the benefit).a These kinds of studies can provide
suggestive evidence, but they should be considered with care.
Some of the most compelling research on long-term impacts tracks children over a decade or
more. However, it is also possible to infer long-term impacts from short-term results. For example,
studies comparing siblings have documented that children with lower birthweights experience
poorer long-term outcomes, including for education, employment, and health.b This means that if
an intervention reduces low birthweight but was not able to track children for long periods, one
can infer that the intervention is likely to have a positive impact on children’s well-being over the
longer run. Researchers have also found a connection between middle-grade academic
achievement and subsequent earnings, again providing a good basis for supporting interventions
that improve middle-grade academic achievement, even if those interventions have not been
studied long enough to determine definitively the long-term impacts on children.c
a For

more on what makes a strong public policy study, see National Research Council, “Using Science as Evidence in
Public Policy,” National Academies Press, 2012, https://www.nap.edu/read/13460/chapter/9#96; See also National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, “Consequences of Child Poverty,” A Roadmap to Reducing Child
Poverty, National Academies Press, 2019.
b David Figlio et al., “The Effects of Poor Neonatal Health on Children's Cognitive Development,” American Economic
Review, Vol. 104, No. 12, December 2014, https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.104.12.3921. See also
Rucker C. Johnson and Robert F. Schoeni, “The Influence of Early-Life Events on Human Capital, Health Status, and
Labor Market Outcomes Over the Life Course,” February 2007, http://npc.umich.edu/publications/u/working_paper0507.pdf; and Rucker C. Johnson and Robert F. Schoeni, “Early-Life Origins of Adult Disease: National Longitudinal
Population-Based Study of the United States,” American Journal of Public Health, Vol. 101, No. 12, December 2011,
https://gsppi.berkeley.edu/~ruckerj/johnson_schoeni_finalpub_AJPH.pdf.
c Raj Chetty, John N. Friedman, and Jonah Rockoff, “New Evidence on the Long-Term Impacts of Tax Credits,” Internal
Revenue Service, November 2011, https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/11rpchettyfriedmanrockoff.pdf.

Child Tax Credit
Children who experience poverty in childhood have lower levels of educational attainment, lower
earnings, higher likelihood of being arrested, and poorer health in adulthood, a 2019 National
Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine report on reducing child poverty found. The
report concluded that “the weight of the causal evidence indicates that income poverty itself causes
3

negative child outcomes, especially when it begins in early childhood and/or persists throughout a
large share of a child’s life.” 4
Effective policies can reduce poverty’s harm to children. The National Academies report, which
examined ten policy options, found that a child allowance, similar to the expanded Child Tax Credit
enacted on a temporary basis in the American Rescue Plan Act that was passed in March — and
which President Biden and many members of Congress have called for extending in recovery
legislation — would be the single most effective policy for reducing child poverty. 5
The expanded Child Tax Credit both increases the amount of the Child Tax Credit and makes the
full credit available to poor and low-income children, without imposing an income test or phasing
out the credit until families reach high incomes. The provision that makes the full credit available to
low- and no-income families (sometimes referred to as “full refundability”) is key; without this
provision, the prior credit provided a partial credit or no credit at all to 27 million children,
disproportionately children of color, because their families’ incomes are too low.
The temporary Child Tax Credit expansion now in place is estimated to cut child poverty by more
than 40 percent. 6 Black and Latino children, whom the prior version of the credit disproportionately
left out or left behind, would particularly benefit. 7 Child allowances implemented over the past three
decades in Canada and the United Kingdom achieved reductions in child poverty on a similar scale. 8
Ten leading anti-poverty experts have endorsed an expanded Child Tax Credit for its significant
impact on child poverty and potential for positive long-term impacts..9
A substantial body of research finds that children perform better academically when their parents
receive income supports. For example, studies of a number of 1990s random assignment antipoverty and “welfare-to-work” experiments in the United States and Canada by economist Greg
Duncan and colleagues found that each $1,000 increase in annual family income between the ages of
2 and 5 led to a significant increase in student academic achievement. 10 (See Figure 1.)
4
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FIGURE 1

Similarly, a study of province-level differences in the generosity of Canada’s previous child tax
benefit (which was replaced by a new child benefit in 2016) found that larger benefits led to an
improvement in children’s test scores that persisted for at least four years after the benefit was
received. 11 Another study, examining the effects of a casino dividend limited to members of the
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians in western North Carolina, found that an average of $4,000 in
increased income for the poorest households resulted in an additional year of schooling by the time

Kevin Milligan and Mark Stabile, “Do Child Tax Benefits Affect the Well-Being of Children? Evidence from Canadian
Child Benefit Expansions,” American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, Vol. 3, No. 3, August 2011,
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/pol.3.3.175.
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the children in the households had turned 21, as well as a 22 percent reduction in minor crimes
committed in adolescence. 12
Examining linkages between test scores and subsequent outcomes, Raj Chetty and colleagues
likewise find that a $1,000 income increase through the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) led to
higher reading and math scores that would be expected to lead to a 0.5 percent increase in expected
adult earnings. The authors further state that “the dollar gains in lifetime earnings are of the same
order of magnitude as the cost of the tax credit.” 13
There is also solid evidence that increased cash or near-cash supports for families improves health
outcomes, even years into adulthood. One study FIGURE 2
examined how changes in eligibility for food
stamps, a flexible near-cash benefit, for legal
immigrant adults in the 1990s and early 2000s
may have affected their children’s health. For
every $1,000 in food stamp benefits, the study
found, the likelihood of less-than-very-good
health declined by 15 percent. 14 Another study
that examined differences across counties in the
initial rollout of the food stamp program in the
1960 and 1970s found that as the program
gradually expanded nationwide, disadvantaged
children born in counties with access to food
stamps had better health outcomes as adults —
including lower rates of heart disease, diabetes,
and obesity — and that women who had
participated in the program as children had higher
levels of economic self-sufficiency. 15
Unlike some child allowance programs, the
American Rescue Plan’s expansion of the Child
Tax Credit would reach middle-class children,
who may gain less from increased income.
However, even accounting for the Child Tax
Credit’s broad reach, a literature review by Irwin
Garfinkel and colleagues at Columbia University
Randall K. Q. Akee et al., “Parents’ Income and Children’s Outcomes: A Quasi-Experiment,” American Economic
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and Barnard College finds that the societal benefits of the Child Tax Credit outweigh its costs by a
ratio of 8 to 1 — primarily a reflection of the credit’s economic and health benefits to future
generations. 16 (See Figure 2.)
Some have argued that expanding the Child Tax Credit — and, in particular, making the full credit
available to children in families with the lowest incomes, including those without earnings in a
particular year — will reduce levels of parental work, thereby undermining the goals of the Child
Tax Credit expansion. However, the work effects of the Child Tax Credit expansion will be at most
modest, while the long-term gains for children from increased income will be substantial, evidence
suggests. Because of a high-income eligibility cutoff in the expanded credit, a substantial majority of
workers will face no reduction in the Child Tax Credit as their wages increase. A study of the recent
expansion of Canada’s child benefit, which phases out at a lower income, found no impacts on
mothers’ employment or work hours. 17 And 99.5 percent of all employed people in low- and
moderate-income families with children would continue to work after the implementation of a
$3,000-per-child allowance, and more than four-fifths would not reduce their work hours at all, the
National Academies estimates. 18

Rental Assistance
Nearly 8 million children in low-income families face housing affordability challenges, and more
than 1.3 million schoolchildren experienced homelessness at some point during the 2018-2019
school year. Homelessness is associated with a broad range of negative outcomes for children. 19
A long history of discrimination in housing, employment, and more has contributed to Black
people and other people of color being likelier to rent their homes, pay more than half of their

16 Irwin Garfinkel et al., “The Costs and Benefits of a Child Allowance,” Center on Poverty and Social Policy (CSSP) at
Columbia University, Vol. 5, No. 1, February 18, 2021,
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5743308460b5e922a25a6dc7/t/602ec9c7ddddd01cd29430e1/1613679049611/C
hild-Allowance-CBA-brief-CPSP-2021.pdf.

Michael Baker, Derek Messacar, and Mark Stabile, “The Effects of Child Tax Benefits on Poverty and Labor Supply:
Evidence from the Canada Child Benefit and Universal Child Care Benefit,” National Bureau of Economic Research
(NBER), Working Paper 28556, March 2021, https://www.nber.org/papers/w28556.
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Trisi and Ife Floyd, “Benefits of Expanding Child Tax Credit Outweigh Small Employment Effects,” CBPP, March 1,
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incomes on rent, and experience homelessness. 20 More than half (53 percent) of all families with
children experiencing homelessness on a single night in January 2020 were Black.
Rental assistance markedly reduces homelessness, housing instability, or overcrowding, a number
of rigorous studies have found. One six-city study, which compared families randomly selected to
receive vouchers with similar families in a control group that did not use vouchers, found that
vouchers reduced the share of families living in shelters or on the street by three-fourths, reduced
the share of families without a home of their own — a broader group that includes those doubled
up with friends and family in addition to those in shelters or on the street — by 80 percent, reduced
the share of families living in overcrowded conditions by more than half, and reduced the average
number of times that families moved over five years by close to 40 percent. 21 (See Figure 3.)
FIGURE 3
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A second multi-site evaluation, which compared homeless families with children that were given
rental assistance to enable them to rent housing to families randomly assigned to other antihomelessness interventions (such as transitional housing or short-term rapid rehousing assistance)
and families not receiving housing assistance, found that rental assistance reduced homelessness,
overcrowding, and instability far more effectively than the other interventions. 22
This evaluation also found that the benefits of rental assistance extended well beyond providing
stable, adequate housing. Children in homeless families given rental assistance experienced fewer
behavioral problems. Homeless families given rental assistance were also less than half as likely as
unassisted families to have a child placed in foster care (which often occurs when parents cannot
afford suitable housing) in the period shortly after receiving rental assistance. In addition, rental
assistance reduced the frequency with which children changed schools, and lowered rates of
domestic violence and psychological distress among the adults with whom children lived. 23
Rigorous, longer-term research on vouchers has been limited. One study found that vouchers
issued to families in Chicago had no significant effect on several measures of child well-being over a
14-year period. 24 However, there were particular conditions in Chicago that may not make that
finding applicable elsewhere. 25 Follow-up research has not yet been conducted to assess long-term
effects in the multi-site controlled evaluations described above that found rental assistance caused
very large reductions in homelessness, crowding, and housing instability among families with
children and positively affected other child outcomes. These short- and medium-term effects would
be expected to yield improvements in long-term outcomes for children.
Rental assistance can have powerful additional benefits for children when it enables their families
to move to neighborhoods with less poverty and crime and better-performing schools. A
groundbreaking 2015 paper by Raj Chetty and colleagues using data from a rigorous long-term study
(the Moving to Opportunity demonstration) found that young children (those 13 and under) whose
families received a voucher that could only be used to move to low-poverty neighborhoods had

22

Daniel Gubits et al., “Family Options Study: Short-Term Impacts of Housing and Services Interventions for Homeless
Families,” prepared for Department of Housing and Urban Development Office of Policy Development and Research,
July 2015, http://www.huduser.org/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/FamilyOptionsStudy_final.pdf.

Daniel Gubits et al., “Family Options Study: 3-Year Impacts of Housing and Services Interventions for Homeless
Families,” prepared for Department of Housing and Urban Development, October 2016,
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Family-Options-Study-Full-Report.pdf.
23

Brian Jacob, Max Kapustin, and Jens Ludwig, “Human Capital Effects of Anti-Poverty Programs: Evidence from a
Randomized Housing Voucher Lottery,” NBER Working Paper 20164, May 2014,
http://www.nber.org/papers/w20164.
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substantially higher rates of college attendance and adult earnings, and lower rates of single
parenthood, than similar children whose families stayed in high-poverty neighborhoods. 26
Young children whose families received either a Moving to Opportunity or traditional housing
voucher were also more likely to attend a quality college (defined as one whose graduates tended to
have higher earnings). 27 The increases in adult earnings and college quality were experienced by
young Black, Hispanic, and white children alike. Another study of Moving to Opportunity
participants, comparing those who received a traditional housing voucher to those who did not,
found that having a voucher was significantly associated with reduced rates of hospitalization and
inpatient health care spending among children. 28
Similar to Chetty’s findings, another study found that low-income children whose families were
randomly assigned to public housing in low-poverty neighborhoods and who attended low-poverty
elementary schools made large gains in reading and math scores over seven years, compared with
similar students living in public housing in higher-poverty neighborhoods. This improvement closed
half of the achievement gap between those students and non-poor students in the district in math
and one-third of the gap in reading — large gains in comparison to other successful educational
interventions. 29
While the Biden Administration’s recovery agenda does not include significant rental assistance,
many in Congress are considering including an expansion in rental assistance in recovery
legislation. 30 The evidence described above indicates that they should prioritize doing so, since
providing more rental assistance — and especially more vouchers — would have major, far-reaching
benefits for people with low incomes and especially for children in families that struggle to afford
housing.

Child Nutrition
The Biden Administration proposes bringing free meals to all students in more schools in lowerincome communities through an expansion of the Community Eligibility Provision in the National

Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, and Lawrence Katz, “The Effects of Exposure to Better Neighborhoods on Children:
New Evidence from the Moving to Opportunity Project,” American Economic Review, Vol. 106, No. 4, 2016,
https://scholar.harvard.edu/hendren/publications/effects-exposure-better-neighborhoods-children-new-evidencemoving-opportunity.
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Spending,” JAMA, Vol. 331, No. 21, December 3, 2019, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31794624/.
28

Heather Schwartz, “Housing policy is school policy: Economically integrative housing promotes academic success in
Montgomery County, Maryland,” in R.D. Kahlenberg, ed., The Future of School Integration, Century Foundation, 2012.
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The American Jobs Plan, the other main component of the Administration’s recovery agenda, includes funds for
affordable housing development subsidies, but almost none for rental assistance. Development subsidies can help build
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School Lunch Program. 31 Community eligibility may contribute to a range of positive outcomes for
students, a growing body of research shows. 32
For example, one study of academic performance, which leveraged interstate variation in the
timing of schools’ eligibility for community eligibility and intrastate variation in program
participation among schools, found that community eligibility increased participation in the school
meals programs and improved math test scores for Hispanic and white children, who were less likely
to have received free school meals before community eligibility was adopted. 33 As noted earlier,
researchers have established linkages between school achievement and positive outcomes later in
life.
Community eligibility can also have important non-academic effects, studies have shown. A study
that also took advantage of the staggered rollout of community eligibility across states found modest
but meaningful reductions in suspension rates for elementary and middle school children, with the
greatest effects in counties with higher levels of child food insecurity. 34 Another study, comparing
students in Georgia schools with community eligibility to those in schools without, found that
community eligibility increased the share of elementary and middle school students with healthy
body weights and reduced average student body mass index. 35
The Administration also addresses the challenge of summer hunger by adopting a proven
approach to meeting the nutritional needs of children who are not in school. 36 Only 1 in 7 lowincome children who rely on free or reduced-price meals during the school year typically receive

Zoë Neuberger, “American Families Plan Could Substantially Reduce Children’s Food Hardship,” CBPP, May 21,
2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/american-families-plan-could-substantially-reduce-childrensfood-hardship.
31
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Free School Meals,” Urban Institute, October 2019,
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s_access_to_free_school_meals_0.pdf, and Amelie A. Hecht, Keshia M. Pollack Porter, and Lindsey Turner, “Impact of
The Community Eligibility Provision of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act on Student Nutrition, Behavior, and
Academic Outcomes: 2011-2019,” American Journal of Public Health, Vol. 110, No. 9, September 2020,
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305743.
32
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reported in this study. For more on our usage of Hispanic and Latino in this paper, see Appendix.
33
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NBER Working Paper 24986, September 2018,
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such meals over the summer. 37 Even short periods of food insecurity pose long-term risks for
children, and food insecurity is particularly acute for children of color due in significant part to
harsh, long-standing inequities and structural racism in education, employment, and other areas. 38
Reading and math skills often decline in the summer, and this slide may be greater for children in
low-income households. 39
Conversely, interventions that provide access to affordable food and reduce food insecurity have
been linked to better health for young children as well as long-term improvements in health and
longevity, greater high school completion, and higher earnings and self-sufficiency in adulthood. 40
Providing grocery benefits circumvents the barriers that prevent many eligible families from
accessing meals at summer sites. In 2010, Congress directed the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) to carry out demonstration projects to determine whether providing a supplementary
summer grocery benefit could reduce food insecurity among low-income children and improve their
nutrition. 41 Summer EBT achieved both goals, substantially decreasing food hardship and improving
nutritional outcomes. 42
The summer EBT demonstration also served as the model for Pandemic EBT (P-EBT), which
policymakers established early in the COVID-19 pandemic. 43 P-EBT, which operated in every state
for the spring of 2020 and is available in states that opt in for the summers of 2021 and 2022, 44
substantially reduced food hardship. Researchers found that the program “reduce[d] the rate of
children’s food hardship by 8 percentage points. . . . [D]uring the first week after P-EBT benefits
[were] paid, the rate of children not getting enough to eat decline[d] by 11 percentage points —
which is more than a 30 percent reduction in the usual rate in this population.” 45 The
Food Research & Action Center, “Hunger Doesn’t Take a Vacation: Summer Nutrition Status Report,” August 2020,
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/FRAC-Summer-Nutrition-Report-2020.pdf.
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David M. Quinn and Morgan Polikoff, “Summer learning loss: What is it, and what can we do about it?” Brookings
Institution, September 14, 2017, https://www.brookings.edu/research/summer-learning-loss-what-is-it-and-what-canwe-do-about-it/.
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Claire Zippel and Arloc Sherman, “Bolstering Family Income Is Essential to Helping Children Emerge Successfully
From the Current Crisis,” CBPP, updated February 25, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-andinequality/bolstering-family-income-is-essential-to-helping-children-emerge.
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Ann M. Collins et al., “Summer Electronic Benefit Transfer for Children (SEBTC) Demonstration: Summary Report,”
Abt Associates and Mathematica Policy Research, May 2016, https://fnsprod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/ops/sebtcfinalreport.pdf.
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CBPP, “CBPP/FRAC P-EBT Documentation Project Shows How States Implemented a New Program to Provide
Food Benefits to Up to 30 Million Low-Income School Children,” www.cbpp.org/pebt.
43

All 50 states, the District of Columbia, and the Virgin Islands implemented P-EBT for the spring of the 2019-2020
school year. USDA has approved P-EBT plans for 49 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands,
and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands for the 2020-2021 school year; the state awaiting approval is
Wyoming. See USDA, “State Guidance on Coronavirus P-EBT,” July 21, 2021, https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/stateguidance-coronavirus-pandemic-ebt-pebt.
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Lauren Bauer et al., “The Effect of Pandemic EBT on Measures of Food Hardship,” Hamilton Project, July 2020, p. 5,
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/P-EBT_LO_7.30.pdf.
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Administration’s proposal would make available every summer the approach to alleviating food
hardship that proved successful with summer EBT and P-EBT.

Preschool
The Biden Administration has proposed to make pre-school education available to all 3- and 4year-olds, based on matching grants to states that meet certain standards in their preschool
programs. There is a long history of robust research on preschool education.
The best-known studies of preschool are randomized control trials of the Perry Preschool and
Abecedarian programs that were launched in the 1960s and 1970s. Both programs had striking
effects: At age 40, participants in Perry Preschool were 28 percent more likely to have graduated
high school and 50 percent more likely to be earning more than $20,000. 46 Abecedarian participants
entered college at 2.5 times the rate of non-participants. 47 A new paper also finds that the children of
children who participated in Perry Preschool were also better off, significantly boosting estimates of
the program’s benefit-to-cost ratio. 48
In larger-scale settings, preschool programs yield substantial near-term gains in kindergarten
readiness, a wide range of studies show. 49 Yet studies have also found that these immediate test
score gains dwindle over time, as children who were not in preschool programs catch up to those
who were. 50 Concern about “fade out” has caused some to question whether scaled programs
achieve significant gains for children. 51
In the last few years, three studies have reaffirmed that scaled-up preschool programs can and do
have substantial long-term impacts. A May 2021 paper evaluated Boston’s city-wide preschool
program, for which admissions were conducted via lottery. Students who won a lottery to enter the
program went on to achieve an 8 percentage-point (18 percent) gain in on-time college enrollment

HighScope Educational Research Foundation, “Perry Preschool Project – Study Results,”
https://highscope.org/perry-preschool-project/.
46

Francis A. Campbell et al., “Adult Outcomes as a Function of an Early Childhood Educational Program: An
Abecedarian Project Follow-Up,” Developmental Psychology, Vol. 48, No, 4, January 16, 2012,
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3989926/.

47

Jorge Luis García et al., “The Dynamic Benefits of Early Childhood Education,” NBER Working Paper 29004, July
2021,
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29004/w29004.pdf?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm
_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email.
48

Greg J. Duncan and Katherine Magnuson, “Investing in Preschool Programs,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 27,
No. 2, 2013, https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdf/10.1257/jep.27.2.109.

49
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and a 5.5 percentage-point gain in on-time enrollment in a four-year college. 52 And participants in
the Boston program achieved these important long-term educational gains even though preschool
gains in test scores did not persist into elementary school. 53
Two recent studies of Head Start that each relied on the program’s phased rollout show a longterm effect from Head Start. One study finds that exposure to Head Start among children in poverty
reduced a child’s risk of being in poverty at age 30 by 8 percent points — and even more for
children who had access to better funded K-12 schools. 54 The second study finds that participation
in Head Start yielded a 12-percentage point (39 percent) increase in college completion and a 23
percent reduction in adult poverty. 55 Noting the linkages between increased education and increased
earnings, the study finds substantial economic returns to time spent in Head Start. That finding on
economic return is consistent with a 2013 research review by a group of scholars noting positive
economic returns of $3 to $7 in benefits for every $1 spent on preschool education. 56
While the complex evidence base supports the long-term gains from preschool education
programs, the research also points to three other important considerations. First, as both the Boston
and Head Start examples indicate, programs can help students achieve long-term educational gains
even if test-score impacts are no longer visible. Nobel Laureate James Heckman and others have
theorized that this effect occurs because of gains in students’ “noncognitive skills,” such as
perseverance and cooperation. 57
Second, students are likelier to sustain gains from effective preschool programs if they also attend
adequately resourced and effective elementary schools, as the Head Start study above suggested. 58
Improving K-12 education is thus a part of making Pre-K effective. Finally, quality matters. 59
Guthrie Gray-Lobe, Parag Pathak, and Christopher Walters, “The Long-Term Effects of Universal Preschool in
Boston,” School Effectiveness & Inequality Initiative, May 2021, https://seii.mit.edu/wpcontent/uploads/2021/05/SEII-Discussion-Paper-2021.4-Gray-Lobe-Pathak-and-Walters.pdf.
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54 Cortney Sanders, “Research Note: Combining Early Education and K-12 Investments Has Powerful Positive Effects,”
CBPP, February 28, 2019, https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/research-note-combining-earlyeducation-and-k-12-investments-has; see also Rucker C. Johnson and C. Kirabo Jackson, “Reducing Inequality Through
Dynamic Complementarity: Evidence from Head Start and Public School Spending,” NBER Working Paper 23489, June
2017, https://www.nber.org/papers/w23489.
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Researchers point to the importance of providing an evidence-based, focused curriculum;
supporting teachers with quality professional development and coaching; and offering a classroom
atmosphere for children that is positive, hands-on, and engaging. 60

Child Care
The Biden Administration is proposing an expansion of child care subsidies that would eventually
provide eligibility for all parents with incomes up to 150 percent of the state median income, with
the level of subsidy determined based on income. The proposal would expand on a federal child care
program that, prior to the pandemic, served only about 1 in 6 eligible children due to a lack of
funding. 61 (See Figure 4.) Families of color face particular challenges affording and accessing child
care. 62
States take different approaches to rationing child care assistance due to limited funding. Some
states have narrower eligibility than federal rules require but serve everyone who applies and meets
the narrower eligibility criteria, while other states put children on waiting lists or freeze intake
(meaning they neither approve new children nor keep a waiting list). In 2020, nearly 100,000 eligible
children were on waiting lists in states that kept them. 63 Studies have documented that a significant
share of families on these waiting lists lost or quit their jobs while they waited for child care. 64
Access to child care can prevent harmful outcomes for families. In the absence of child care, some
parents — overwhelmingly women — stop working entirely, often hurting not only their immediate
earnings but also their long-term earnings trajectories. 65 Where parents do continue to work, they
often rely on make-do, unstable child care arrangements that may lead to lost work hours, increased
familial stress, and negative impacts for children. 66
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By the same token, increasing the accessibility and affordability of child care can lead to significant
employment gains, especially for mothers. A recent literature review found that reducing the cost of
child care boosted maternal employment, with stronger effects on the employment of single
mothers, mothers with younger children, and mothers with low incomes. 67 A study by the Urban
Institute found that, when controlling for other differences, states that spend more on child care
assistance have higher employment rates for mothers with low incomes. 68
Child care assistance both reduces the high
cost burden of child care on families and, as
noted above, can lead to better employment
outcomes. Taken together, these impacts result in
increased income for families, which can help
children achieve better long-term outcomes.

FIGURE 4

Several studies of the long-term educational
and developmental impacts of child care
document positive results, especially for
disadvantaged children. A study that took
advantage of differences in the timing of an
expansion in access to high-quality child care
across school districts in one state in Germany
found that child care fostered the development
of motor, language, and socioemotional skills,
particularly for boys, immigrant children, and
children whose parents had low levels of
education, helping to “level the playing field.” 69 A
study of an expansion of high-quality child care
to low-income families in Chile found similar
improvements, including in self-regulation and
adaptability skills, which research from
economics and psychology has linked to
cognitive and social functioning later in life. 70
In the United States, a 20-year longitudinal
study of children with varying care arrangements
in early childhood found that attending high-quality child care was consistently associated with
higher performance on standardized tests and cognitive measurements at four periods of time
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ranging from ages 3 to 15. 71 Attending high-quality child care was also associated with higher grades
and plans to attend a more selective college once children reached adolescence. 72 Research in the
United States further suggests that positive results from child care are likelier for low-income
children. 73
There are notable child care studies with more troubling findings. An evaluation of Quebec’s
universal child care program documented negative outcomes for children’s non-cognitive
development, when compared to children in the rest of Canada. 74 Negative effects on cognitive
development were documented in a study of children from relatively affluent families in Italy. 75
As with preschool programs, quality is a key driver of child outcomes. One-third of children in
Quebec were served in publicly subsidized, nonprofit early childhood centers, which met high
standards of quality. These centers were “demonstrated to deliver positive cognitive, health, and
behavioral results on average.” But because of limited capacity and staffing, two-thirds of children
were served in family-based and for-profit centers that on average met much lower standards. 76
In the United States, a study of the impacts of increasing work and child care utilization among
single mothers after significant changes to economic security programs primarily used by single
mothers in the 1990s found negative effects on children’s test scores but only for those in informal
care settings, 77 which lack the quality standards of formal child care. 78 Similarly, a study by the
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development and Greg Duncan found that child
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care quality and whether care was center-based were predictive of children’s preschool cognitive
development. 79
The Biden proposal takes important steps to invest in quality. Notably, it pledges to provide
adequate funding “to cover the true cost of quality early childhood care and education — including a
developmentally appropriate curriculum, small class sizes, and culturally and linguistically responsive
environments that are inclusive of children with disabilities.” Given the importance of attracting and
retaining staff with the skills and training to provide quality child care, the proposal provides a $15
minimum wage for child care staff, along with professional development to build career pathways in
child care. Increased wages and stability for child care workers will benefit not only those children in
child care, but also the children of child care workers. With greater focus on child care, these quality
investments are key. So too are adequate federal and state regulations that establish and enforce
appropriate minimum standards for child care quality and create incentives for improvements in
quality.

Higher Education
Accessible, well-funded post-secondary education is crucial for residents’ quality of life, a strong
economy, and thriving communities. However, since the Great Recession of 2007-09, rising costs
have made such education less accessible. The burden is especially great for families of color, which
pay a greater share of their income for college as a result of long-standing employment and wage
discrimination. 80 To address the issue of accessibility and cost, President Biden has proposed to
provide matching funding for states to eliminate tuition and fees at community colleges, Minority
Serving Institutions, and Historically Black Colleges and Universities; increase the maximum Pell
Grant, which students can use at all accredited colleges and universities; and promote college
completion. There is solid evidence that these approaches yield meaningful educational gains.
Free Community College
A new paper by Douglas Harris and Jonathan Mills reports on a particularly relevant randomized
control trial of free college. The Degree Project, in Milwaukee’s public schools, told students
beginning in ninth grade that they could receive $12,000 in college scholarships if they met high
school GPA and attendance requirements. Although students could use that aid at any in-state
public institution, the program’s communications stressed that the funding would be sufficient to
make two-year college tuition-free. After more than a decade of follow-up, the randomized control
trial finds that the program increased graduation rates from two-year colleges by 3 percentage points,
or 25 percent; that the early notification about the program caused students to take additional steps
in preparation for college during high school; and that the merit requirements excluded students

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network, and Greg J.
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79

Victoria Jackson and Matt Saenz, “States Can Choose Better Path for Higher Education Funding in COVID-19
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without increasing performance. Analyzing the benefits of increased degree attainment compared to
the costs of the program, the paper finds a positive return. 81
The findings in the Milwaukee study replicate findings elsewhere regarding programs promoted to
high school students as making college free. For example, a study of one of the most famous free
college programs, Kalamazoo Promise, compared outcomes for students before and after the
program was introduced and found that it increased the share of students who graduated college in
six years by 10 percentage points, a gain of more than 25 percent. 82 Positive results from offering
tuition-free college to students while in high school were also found in an economically targeted
program with merit requirements in Nebraska, 83 and universal programs without such requirements
in Pittsburgh and in Knox County, Tennessee. 84All of these studies indicate positive economic
returns to such investments, Harris and Mills also found. 85
While pointing to important gains from offering free college tuition, the studies also suggest the
importance of making other policy changes at the same time. In particular, there is evidence that
programs making community college free may lead some students to shift their attendance to these
schools over four-year schools, even when the students might be likelier to graduate at four-year
institutions and earn higher incomes thereafter. 86 This highlights the importance of supporting
college completion across institutions, easing the pathway for students to transfer successfully
between two- and four-year schools, and making college more affordable at four-year as well as twoyear schools. The Biden proposals include these investments, as discussed below.
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Pell Grants and Completion Initiatives
The Pell Grant is the nation’s largest source of need-based grant aid. Over half of Black and
American Indian students and nearly half of Hispanic students receive Pell Grants. 87 However, the
current maximum Pell Grant — $6,495 per year — falls far short of the cost of attending college, a
gap that has grown over the last four decades. 88 The Biden Administration has proposed increasing
the maximum Pell Grant to $8,370 89 and indexing the grant level for inflation going forward. This
increase would help students cover more of the cost of attending college, reduce the amount that
students have to take out in loans, and potentially reduce the amount of time students work while in
school, which when significant can crowd out study time and reduce the likelihood of college
completion. 90
Increasing aid for college boosts both attendance and completion, numerous studies indicate. In
what has long been the most widely cited research review, two authors in 2009 concluded, “The best
estimates suggest that eligibility for $1,000 of subsidy increases college attendance rates by roughly
four percentage points. Aid eligibility also appears to increase completed schooling and shift
students from community colleges toward four-year schools.” 91
In 2019, a formal metanalysis (synthesizing multiple studies) found smaller but still positive results
for continued enrollment and completion: “grant aid programs increase the probability of persisting
and degree completion from two to three percentage points, and, assuming a linear relationship of
aid amount and impact, we estimate that an additional $1,000 of grant aid improves year-to-year
persistence by 1.2 percentage points with smaller effects for degree completion.” 92
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Two studies are particularly striking. In Florida, students who received a need-based state grant
award for use at public institutions, one with a little-known cutoff based on the expected family
contribution under federal financial aid need analysis, had a 4.6 percentage-point (22 percent)
increased likelihood of graduating college within six years. In a national study, students meeting the
fluctuating cutoff for the maximum Pell Grant (meaning they have zero expected family
contribution) were likelier to graduate college and to earn more four years after graduation. The
authors conclude that “additional grant aid raises welfare for these students and likely pays for itself
several times over.” 93
Notably, the 2019 metanalysis also found that “additional supports in conjunction with aid, such
as faculty advising and peer support, nearly doubled the effect sizes.” Research by Douglas Webber
and Ronald Ehrenberg likewise demonstrates that institutional investments in student services has a
meaningful relationship with college persistence and completion. 94 The most striking example of
these effective supports is the City University of New York’s Accelerated Study in Associate
Programs (ASAP), which nearly doubled graduation rates for community college students in its first
three years. 95 Similar positive impacts were found when three Ohio community colleges replicated
the ASAP model. 96 The Biden Administration has proposed making make a large investment in
these types of critical supports for college completion.

Paid Leave
The Biden Administration has called for creating a national paid family and medical leave program
that will provide workers with paid time off from work when a baby is born, a child joins a family
through adoption, or when someone in the family is ill. Under the Biden proposal, workers taking
paid leave would receive a minimum of two-thirds of their wage (and the replacement rate would go
up to eight-tenths for the lowest-paid workers).
Paid leave makes it possible for working people to meet familial obligations and stay healthy while
keeping their job and receiving a paycheck. In the absence of such paid leave, a worker with a new
child or a sick family member, or a worker who becomes sick themselves often faces only bad
choices. They can take unpaid leave and sacrifice income that may be critical for their family’s wellbeing. Or they can stay at work, forgo providing or being provided care, and risk losing their job
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anyway due to emergencies or strain. 97 One in five low-paid working mothers report losing a job
because of illness or the need to care for a family member. 98
Family leave offers improved economic security for families and the improved well-being that
comes from being able to attend to family obligations when they arise. Parents value this leave when
it is available. With the introduction of California’s first-in-the-nation paid family leave program,
many more mothers took maternity leave than before, and fathers increased their leave-taking as
well. 99
Although there are good reasons to believe all forms of paid leave can benefit children, research
has focused on its most common form: paid family leave. Because programs have emerged in the
United States only recently, the most notable study of their long-term effects comes from overseas.
In Norway, researchers found that children whose mothers received paid maternity leave graduated
high school at a rate 2 to 3 percentage points higher than children whose mothers did not. Further,
college attendance increased by 3.5 percentage points and earnings at age 30 increased by 5
percentage points. 100 One analyst has noted that if the United States experienced the same effects as
Norway, paid leave could lead to 87,000 more high school graduates, 86,000 more students headed
to college, and $1.2 billion in increased adult earnings annually. 101
Paid leave programs can help children by enabling their parents to attend to family needs and still
keep their jobs — as opposed to forcing parents to lose income with unpaid leave, or remain at
work under severe duress and potentially face discharge from unsympathetic employers. There is
substantial evidence that, in California, overall work hours and wages for mothers increased after the
state introduced its first-in-the-nation paid family leave law in 2004. 102 While evidence on long-term
effects on employment is mixed, preventing the loss of a job and income in a period of family strain
can be an important gain for children.
See the testimony statement by Pronita Gupta, “Paid Family and Medical Leave,” to the U.S. House of
Representatives Committee on Ways and Means, May 8, 2019,
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There is considerable evidence that paid leave programs improve children’s health outcomes. With
the introduction of paid maternity leave through temporary disability insurance in five states, the rate
of low birth weights declined by 3.2 percent, and the rate of early births dropped by 7.2 percent,
with the largest effects on unmarried mothers and Black mothers, one study found. 103 The author
suggests that this may be due to reduced physical and psychological stress during the later stages of
pregnancy. 104 Under a paid medical leave program, mothers would similarly be able to take leave for
pregnancy complications, such as preeclampsia. Another study found that California’s introduction
of paid family leave reduced infant hospitalizations, particularly for conditions such as contagious
infections, that are more likely to occur in group settings such as child care. 105 Other studies have
shown positive impacts on rates of breastfeeding and timely vaccinations. 106
Looking further out into children’s lives, a study comparing children born in California to children
in other states found that, after California implemented paid family leave, elementary school children
born there became comparatively less likely than children in states without such a policy to be
overweight or to have Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, 107 which has been shown to
negatively impact adult earnings. 108 While the researchers cautioned that changing circumstances
specific to California might have contributed to this relative improvement in outcomes, they
concluded that the results were suggestive of a positive effect for paid leave.
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Appendix: Race/Ethnicity Data and Terms
In this paper, “Latino” includes all people of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin regardless of
race. When citing studies, we use the term the study’s authors use. When not citing a study, we use
“Latino.”
Poverty figures on Black, Latino, and white children are from Danilo Trisi and Matt Saenz,
“Economic Security Programs Reduce Overall Poverty, Racial and Ethnic Inequities,” CBPP,
updated July 1, 2021, https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/economic-securityprograms-reduce-overall-poverty-racial-and-ethnic.
Poverty figures on Asian children living in families with incomes below the poverty line are from
unpublished CBPP analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau’s March 2018 Current Population Survey
(accessed via IPUMS-CPS). As described in the analysis by Trisi and Saenz, we augment the data
with data from the Department of Health and Human Services/Urban Institute Transfer Income
Model (TRIM) that correct for the tendency of survey respondents to underreport key government
benefits. Note that, while Asian poverty rates overall are lower than for other non-white groups, the
Asian community is particularly diverse. A 2015 report by Asian Americans Advancing Justice notes
that “lower poverty rates among Asian Americans as a racial group cause many to overlook higher
poverty rates among Southeast Asian Americans as distinct ethnic groups.” Asian Americans
Advancing Justice, “A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific
Islanders in the West,” 2015, https://www.advancingjustice-aajc.org/sites/default/files/201609/AAAJ_Western_Dem_2015.pdf.
Because of data limitations, the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, the source of the
data on white, Black, Latino, and Asian children, cannot provide reliable estimates for small groups,
including American Indians and Alaska Natives. CBPP analysis of microdata from the Census
Bureau’s American Community Survey, a much larger survey, finds that 26 percent of children
whose families identify them as American Indian and Alaska Native (alone or in combination with
other race/ethnicity groups) live below the official poverty line.
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