
THE ROLE OF EARLY EDUCATION 

MAY 2013  1 

The Role of Early Education in Bridging the Achievement Gap for 

Low-Income and English Language Learner Children 

Almost 23 percent of children in California are living in poverty1 and 37 percent in public 

schools speak a language other than English at home, a number that is expected to grow.2 These 

numbers far exceed the national average of 18 percent and 22 percent, respectively. It is also an 

undisputed fact that low-income and ELL students underperform their peers academically3, 

greatly reducing the probability that they will reach similar earning levels. Research has shown 

that by the time a child enters kindergarten, this gap is already present and will persist. 

California’s K-12 public education system alone cannot level the playing field for its students. 

Research has proven that the only way to do this is to intervene in the earliest years.45 For 

California to bridge the achievement gap between low-income and ELL students and the rest of 

the population, increased access to early education for these children during the early years is 

essential. 

Numerous studies have shown that underprivileged and ELL children who attend a preschool or 

pre-kindergarten program perform significantly better in elementary school than their peers 

who did not attend an early-childhood education program. For example, the Stanford Graduate 

School of Education’s John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their Communities conducted a 

study that found that a group of low-income and ELL children that attended a public preschool 

program in San Mateo County scored as well and sometimes better than their more advantaged 

peers, who mostly attended private preschools. This targeted group would normally not have 

access to quality preschool, and tends to score much lower on academic tests.6  

With the high cost of child care and limited state subsidies, it is difficult and unlikely that low-

income children will attend a high-quality early learning program. Many studies have shown 

how beneficial these programs are for low-income children. The Cecil J. Picard Center for Child 

Development and Lifelong Learning found that in a group of students who attended an early 

childhood development program, the non-white students living in poverty benefited 
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significantly when tested in elementary school, whereas the white children and children not 

living in poverty scored the same as the control group. The underprivileged students had lower 

rates of retention and special education classification, and higher test grades.7 A similar study 

conducted by the Arkansas Research Center found that low-income students who attended a 

pre-kindergarten program scored significantly better on academic tests than their 

underprivileged counterparts who did not attend the program. These results, however, were not 

seen between the two groups of economically advantaged students.8 Early education clearly 

helps low-income children the most, bringing them closer to the level of their peers; however, 

these are the children who are least likely to attend these programs. 

Research has shown that bilingual children benefit the most when they attend an early 

education program that uses both their home language and English.9 If they are exposed to 

English only, their overall literacy declines, and if they are not exposed to English they will not 

have the necessary knowledge of the language to succeed in Kindergarten. By fourth grade, the 

achievement gap between ELL students and their peers is greater than between students on the 

free and reduced-price lunch program and their peers.10 With the number of children in 

California who speak a language other than English at home so high, and on the rise, there must 

be programs in place to ensure their preparedness for school.  

Increased efforts to support English language learners and low-income children in elementary 

school, while well-intentioned, are missing the most formative and impactful years. Many 

children already have two years of school behind them when they enter kindergarten, and if 

these at-risk children are not targeted until elementary school, the chances of them catching up 

are slim. The most efficient way to help these children have the same chances in life that their 

more advantaged peers have, is to invest in them before they are five-years-old. Income equality 

is passed down generation to generation at a much higher rate in the U.S. than other advanced 

nations, and it is no coincidence that it also spends a much lower percentage of their funding for 

children on young children.11 
With the majority of brain development occurring before age five, 

12 this is undoubtedly the most vital time to invest in the children who need it the most. 

Additional Resources: 
Kidsdata.org, a program of Lucile Packard Foundation for Children’s Health: www.kidsdata.org 
National Association for the Education of Young Children: www.NAEYC.org 
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New America Foundation Growing Research Consensus on Effective Strategies for Dual Language 
Instruction in Early 
Childhood(http://earlyed.newamerica.net/blogposts/2013/growing_research_consensus_on_effective_s
trategies_for_dual_language_instruction_in_e) 


