
Summary
It is widely recognized that more Americans

will need at least a high school diploma to
compete in the 21st Century. New data on high
school graduation rates show that our schools
are often doing very poorly in this regard, even
miserably in many places. Rigorous research
has established the strong link between high
school graduation and reduced crime:
increasing graduation rates by 10 percentage
points would cut murders and assaults by 20
percent. High-quality pre-kindergarten is one
of the few proven strategies for increasing
graduation rates and cutting crime. Only half of
all eligible children currently receive Head Start
due to inadequate funding. Expanding Head
Start to make it available to all eligible children,
if done right, could increase graduation rates by
10 percentage points for the children served,
producing 50,000 additional high school
graduates every year, 200 fewer murders and
5,000 fewer assaults.

The law enforcement leaders of FIGHT CRIME:
INVEST IN KIDS know that increasing graduation
rates in America will be crucial for reducing
violent crime. It is time to expand and improve
Head Start now. Every year that passes adds
another year of children at higher risk of
dropping out and ending up in prison.

The first accurate measure of graduation
rates for every school district in the
country shows the situation is worse than
previously reported

States and local school districts have been
using differing, and sometimes very misleading,
methodologies to measure high school
graduation rates. Many districts have assumed,
without evidence, that students who stopped
showing up for class were enrolled somewhere
else.

Chris Swanson, one of the leading national
researchers on graduation rates, used the
Department of Education’s census tracking of

students and a simple
methodology to produce new
graduation rates for the Editorial
Projects in Education (EPE)
Research Center. Then he
compared that to the number of
students awarded regular
diplomas within four years to
derive his rates.1 These results
were recently released at a
summit in Washington D.C.
with First Lady Laura Bush and
Education Secretary Margaret
Spellings,2 and they are easily
accessible on the web for every
school district.3 The nations’50
governors have made a
commitment to adopt a similar
approach for reporting
graduation rates.4

Fully Funding Head Start Will
Raise Graduation Rates and Cut Crime
A Research Brief by FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS
FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS is the anti-crime organization of more than 3,000 police chiefs, sheriffs, prosecutors, other
law enforcement leaders and violence survivors nationwide. Our members believe that one of the best ways to
prevent crime is to give kids the right start in life.
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In 2004, the latest year for which data is
nationally available, only 70 percent of students
nationwide earned diplomas within four years.5
This is much lower than the inflated rates
reported by most states and local school
districts [See Appendix B for a longer list of
figures on each state and selected cities].6

Secretary Spellings warned of“dropout
factories…where graduation is a 50-50 shot or
worse.”She said,“It’s hard to believe such a
pervasive problem has remained in the
shadows for so long.”7

Dragging down our economy and driving
up crime

Because high school dropouts are much more
likely to be unemployed or working in low-
skilled, low-paying jobs, their lifetime earnings
are significantly lower than the incomes of high
school graduates. Measured by income, high
school graduates are more productive. Henry
Levin of Columbia University and his
colleagues concluded that, over their lifetime,
white male high school graduates earn
$322,000 more on average than white male
dropouts. All high school graduates will pay,
over their lifetimes, an average of almost
$140,000 more in taxes than dropouts. High
school graduates will also cost the public on
average $40,000 less in public health
expenditures than dropouts.8

Dropouts and crime are closely linked. The
United States Justice Department reports“68
percent of State prison inmates did not receive
a high school diploma.”9 Lance Lochner, an
economist from the University of Western
Ontario, and Enrico Moretti, an economist from
the University of California at Los Angeles,
studied how increased graduation rates
impacted crime. From that research they

concluded that“a 10 percentage point increase
in graduation rates would reduce murder and
assault arrest rates by about 20 percent.”10

Improving graduation rates is not easy
Levin and his colleagues conducted an

extensive search of programs impacting
graduation and“found very few interventions
that demonstrably increased high school
graduation rates on the basis of rigorous and
systematic evaluation.”11 They cited only five
programs with rigorous proof that they can
improve graduation rates compared to control
groups. In part, that small number is because
many promising efforts seem to be working but
have not yet been rigorously evaluated. It also
reflects, however, the reality that it can be hard
to turn teens’ lives around once they are already
well on their way down the wrong track in life.
A low-dosage intervention over a short period
of time will not be enough.

One of the successful interventions was for
kids in high school, another was for K-12, the
third was for children in grades kindergarten
through third.12 Two of the five successful
interventions uncovered by Levin, and the
approach with the strongest results, started
even earlier, in the preschool years. The Child-
Parent Center preschool and parent coaching
program in Chicago and the High/Scope Perry
Preschool and parent coaching program both
delivered solid high school graduation results.
Head Start is the nationwide program that
most closely resembles these two preschool
programs for at-risk children.

Evidence suggests Head Start could
increase graduation rates by 10
percentage points

Research on Head Start shows it increased
graduation rates by 7 percent for children in the
program compared to their siblings in other
care.13 The Child-Parent Centers (CPC)
preschool program serving over 100,000
children in Chicago increased graduation by 8
percentage points;14 while the High/Scope
Perry Preschool program increased graduation
rates a full 20 percentage points.15

It is reasonable to assume that Head Start
programs following the lessons of the Perry
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Preschool program and the Chicago programs
could improve graduation rates by 10
percentage points. Some of the lessons from
those programs are that Head Start centers
should continue to improve their parent
coaching efforts, teacher quality, social skills
training, and their curriculum.16

But are dramatic drops in murders and
assaults, not just increases in graduation rates,
possible from quality preschool for at-risk kids?
There are no data on murders and assaults by
individuals who attended Head Start. New data
is available, however, from a study following

989 children in the Child-
Parent Center up to age
24 and comparing them
with 550 similar children
from low-income
neighborhoods who were
not in the program. It
reveals that the children
who did not participate in
the program were 24
percent more likely to
have been incarcerated at
least once as an adult, and
39 percent more likely to
have a violent crime
conviction than the
individuals who attended
the CPC program.17

The High/Scope Perry
Preschool program
showed even stronger
results. At-risk 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.18

Though the number of
murders of or by
participants in the Perry
study is too small to be
statistically significant, it is
telling that, among the at-
risk kids randomly

assigned to the control group and followed up
until they were age 40, two were confirmed as
murdered, two more were reported as
murdered, and three had been arrested for
murders, while none of the kids in the program
were murdered and one of the kids in the
preschool program was arrested for murder:
that totals a likely seven murders committed by
or against the control group vs. one murder by
the participants in the preschool.19 Clearly
high-quality preschool can change both the
graduation rates and involvement in crime
among at-risk kids.

States Where Their 2004 Reported Graduation Rates are 
25% Higher than the New Rates
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Head Start currently serves less than 50
percent of those eligible for the program each
year.20 The program is voluntary, but if Head
Start were fully funded it is estimated that
more than 500,000 additional children would
be enrolled.21 With full funding increasing the
coverage by more than 500,000 additional
children each year, and with continued
improvements to the program, it could play a
leading role in reducing America’s high school
graduation crisis. Full funding would produce
an estimated 50,000 additional high school
graduates nationwide every year by producing
a 10 percentage point increase in graduation
rates for the more than 500,000 kids served.
Nationwide, the research on arrests shows
increasing graduation rates by 10 percentage
points would reduce homicides and assaults by
20 percent.22 Applying that formula to the more
than 500,000 additional children served by
Head Start—who equal 6.4 percent of all
American children aged 3 and 4—would
produce 200 fewer murders every year and
more than 5,000 fewer aggravated assaults than
if full funding is not provided [See Appendix A
for a detailed explanation of these calculations].

Investments that save money
The research by Levin and his colleagues’on

the costs and benefits of increased high school
graduation rates showed that completing high
school improves lifetime income, increases
taxes, and reduces health care costs and crime
costs dramatically. They calculated that the
lifetime public economic benefits of high school
graduation averaged over $200,000 per student.

Separate research shows that the Child-
Parent Centers cut crime, special education and
other costs so much that the programs saved
more than $10 for every $1 invested.23 The
High/Scope Perry Preschool program also cut
crime, welfare and other costs so much that it
saved $17 (including more than $11 in crime
savings) for every $1 invested.24 An analysis by
Arthur Rolnick of the Federal Reserve Bank of
Minneapolis, shows that the annual return on
investment in the Perry Preschool program is
16 percent after adjusting for inflation.25 In
comparison, the long-term return on U.S.
stocks is 7 percent annually after adjusting for
inflation.26

Conclusion
The law enforcement leaders of FIGHT CRIME:

INVEST IN KIDS call on Congress to fully fund
Head Start so it can be improved and reach all
the at-risk children who need it. America
cannot afford to turn its back on wise
investments in Head Start and other effective
programs that will increase high school gradua-
tion rates and cut crime. The safety and future
of all our citizens are at stake.

7%

35%

Those who attended 
the  preschool 

program

Those who did not 
attend the preschool 

program

Chronic lawbreakers 
at age 27

Schweinhart, et al., 1993

At-risk 3- & 4-year-olds randomly excluded from 
the High/Scope Perry Preschool Program were 

five times more likely to become chronic offenders 
(more than four arrests) by age 27.

Quality Pre-kindergarten
Cuts Future Crime

Renolds & Temple, 2006
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Appendix A

According to research by Lochner and Moretti, a 10 percentage point increase in graduation
rates would reduce murder and assault arrest rates by 20 percent.27 This should translate into
reductions of a similar magnitude in murders and assaults, not just arrests for those crimes.

In 2005, there were 14,062 homicide arrests and 449,297 aggravated assault arrests in the United
States.28

Reducing homicide arrests and aggravated assaults by 20 percent nationwide, as presented in
the Lochner and Moretti research, would have led to reductions of roughly 3,000 homicide arrests
and 90,000 assault arrests in 2005.

What role could fully funding Head Start play in achieving such an overall reduction in the
future?

Head Start could be expanded to be available to all eligible children from low-income families.
Head Start currently serves 780,000 children, close to half of the more than 1,620,000 children
who are eligible.29 If it were expanded to be available to all children who are eligible, and
assuming 80 percent take advantage of it,30 an additional 514,000 children would receive Head
Start.

Research showed Head Start increased graduation rates by 7 percent among the kids it served
compared to siblings attending other preschools.31 The Chicago Child-Parent Center increased
graduation rates by 8 percentage points compared to other similar at-risk children,32 and the
High/Scope Perry Preschool program increased graduation rates by 20 percentage points
compared to randomly assigned control group children.33 So it is not unrealistic to assume that
new children served by improved Head Start programs incorporating improvements in parent
coaching, teacher quality, social skills training and curriculum could increase graduation rates by
10 percentage points.

Ten percentage points applied to 514,000 new children equals more than 50,000 future high
school graduates compared to what would be expected without new funding.

And if graduation rates are going up, homicides and assaults should be coming down for this
population too. However, this expansion of Head Start will not impact all children in the United
States so it can’t be expected to cut homicide arrests by 3,000 and assault arrests by 90,000 as
would be possible, according to Lochner and Moretti, if graduation rates increased across America
by 10 percentage points. It is being applied to just 514,000 children, or 6.4 percent of all 3- and 4-
year-old children in the United States. Thus applying the 6.4 percent to the 3,000 fewer homicide
arrests and 90,000 fewer assault arrests if graduation rates improved for all American students
equals almost 200 fewer homicide arrests, and well more than 5,000 fewer assault arrests resulting
from fully funding Head Start for children who are eligible but not now receiving it.

Whether the exact number of new graduates and the exact number of avoided arrests vary
somewhat from this estimate, there is little doubt from the research that increasing Head Start’s
quality and coverage could dramatically improve graduation rates and decrease crime.
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