
Preventing Crime with Pre-kindergarten:  
A Critical Investment in Washington’s Safety
A Research Brief by FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS WASHINGTON
FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS is an anti-crime organization of more than 3,000 police chiefs, sheriffs, prosecutors, other law 
enforcement leaders and violence survivors nationwide, including more than 80 in Washington. Our members believe the best 
way to prevent crime is to give kids the right start in life.

Summary
Quality pre-kindergarten programs help children 
learn to get along with others and begin school 
ready to succeed. Sixty-six percent of kindergarten 
teachers said children who attended pre-
kindergarten are  “substantially better prepared” to 
start and succeed in school. Research also shows 
pre-kindergarten programs later result in lower 
drug use, higher graduation rates, fewer families 
receiving welfare, and lower crime. Washington 
has taken some steps in the right direction 
by funding a state pre-kindergarten program. 
Nevertheless, thousands of Washington’s children 
are denied access to early learning programs due 
to lack of adequate state and federal funding. 
This compromises the future of young children 
and threatens public safety. Federal and state 
governments should increase funding so all 
families have access to quality pre-kindergarten 
programs.

Quality Pre-kindergarten Cuts Crime
At-risk children who attend quality pre-
kindergarten programs improve their language and 
social skills and experience later benefits such as 
lower arrest rates. For example:

•  Chicago’s federally 
funded Child-Parent 
Centers have served 
100,000 three- and four-
year-olds from low-income 
neighborhoods since 1967. 
Research shows that similar 
children were 70 percent 
more likely to have been 
arrested for a violent crime 
by age 18 than those who 
attended the program. 
This program will have 
prevented an estimated 
33,000 crimes by the time 
the children already served 

reach the age of 18.

•  Michigan’s High/Scope Perry Preschool 
program served three- and four-year-old 
children from low-income families. Children 
randomly assigned to a control group were 
five times more likely to have become chronic 
lawbreakers by age 27 than those assigned to 
attend the program.

Parents Need Help Paying for Pre-k
Many parents cannot afford to pay for quality pre-
kindergarten services any more than they could 
pay private school tuition if public schools closed. 
One year of quality pre-kindergarten for a three- or 
four-year-old, such as the Chicago Child-Parent 
Center or Head Start, costs over $7,000––more 
than the average cost of public college tuition in 
Washington. 

Quality programs prepare children for 
kindergarten, while also providing a stimulating 
and safe environment for children during the 
parents’ workday. In Washington, 54 percent or 
244,930 children under the age of six have both 

parents or their only parent 
in the workforce, and are, 
therefore, in the care of 
someone other than their 
parent(s) during the work 
day. Too often, they are in 
“child storage” (for instance, 
parked in front of a TV set), 
instead of in a quality early 
learning environment.

Quality programs have 
well-trained and well-
compensated teachers, 
preferably with a bachelor’s 
degree in early childhood 
education, and quality 
curricula that include strong 
social skills training. Model 
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programs have 5 to 10 children per staff member, 
class sizes of 12 to 20 children, and a strong 
parent-involvement component. Funding must be 
adequate to meet these quality standards. 

Services Denied to At-risk Kids
Inadequate funding denies thousands of 
Washington’s children, especially those most 
at-risk, access to quality pre-kindergarten. The 
federally-funded Head Start program for children 
in poverty serves only five out of 10 eligible 
children nationwide due to inadequate funding. 
In Washington, Head Start and the state-funded 
pre-kindergarten program together served 
approximately 20,861 children in 2005. The data 
also show that only 11 percent of all three-and 
four-year-olds were served by these programs. 

Another federally funded program, the Child 
Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), 
helps low-income parents pay for child care. This 
program is so inadequately funded that nationally 
only one in seven eligible children received federal 
CCDBG support. 

Thirty-nine states, including Washington, provide 
voluntary pre-kindergarten, and some are 
considering funding universally available pre-
kindergarten. Long-term data on the effects of 
state pre-kindergarten are not yet available, but 
research on Oklahoma’s universal Pre-K program 
shows that after one year of pre-kindergarten, it is 

helping to close the gap between advantaged and 
disadvantaged children, and children’s overall test 
scores increased by 16 percent. 

Investments that Save Money
The High/Scope Perry Preschool program cut 
crime, welfare and other costs so much that it 
saved more than $17 (including more than $11 in 
crime savings) for every $1 invested. An analysis 
by Arthur Rolnick of the Federal Reserve Bank 
of Minneapolis, shows that the annual return on 
investment in this program is 16 percent after 
adjusting for inflation, in the form of decreased 
special education expenditures, crime costs and 
welfare payments. In comparison, the long-term 
return on U.S. stocks is 7 percent annually after 
adjusting for inflation. 

Law Enforcement Leaders are United
In response to an independent survey, an 
overwhelming 71 percent of the nation’s law 
enforcement leaders chose providing  “more 
after-school programs and educational child 
care programs” as the most effective strategy for 
reducing youth violence and crime. If Washington 
is really serious about cutting crime, additional 
state and federal funds must be allocated so that 
all children can receive quality pre-kindergarten 
services.

A $1,000 Investment in Quality Pre-kindergarten 
Returns over $19,000 in 20 Years while a Stock 

Market Investment Returns less than $4,000
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National Law Enforcement Leaders Choose Investments 
in Kids to Reduce Youth Violence and Crime

What is the most effective strategy for reducing 
youth violence and crime?

Provide more 
after-school and 

educational child care 
programs

Hire more police 
officers to investigate 

juvenile crimes

Prosecute more 
juveniles as adults

Install more metal 
detectors and cameras 

in schools
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