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THE EARLY ACHIEVEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT GAP
Introduction
The large gap in achievement and development between
children growing up in poor and low-income families and
their peers in more advantaged situations continues to be
a concern to parents, the public, and policymakers. This
brief describes research on the achievement and
development gap – its origins, size, and what we know
about how public policy can narrow the gap.

How early in life do we see evidence of
achievement and developmental gaps?
Gaps in achievement and development by socioeconomic
status (SES) begin well before kindergarten, and these
gaps widen as children grow older. 1 Gaps in development
between low-income (family income at or below 200
percent FPL) and higher income (family income above 200
percent FPL) children are detectable as early as 9 months
of age, and widen by 24 months of age. 2 Differences in
achievement by maternal education, race/ethnicity, and
home language are also evident at 9 and 24 months of
age. 3 At 9 months, infants from low-income families are
very slightly behind their higher income peers in cognitive
skills (about .16 of a standard deviation (SD)) a. Also, their
parents rate them as less healthy and displaying fewer
positive behaviors. By 24 months, the cognitive skill gap
and behavior gap have widened further (to .5 and nearly
.33 of a SD, respectively). 4 The findings from a recent
small study suggest that, by 24 months of age, children
from families with lower SES (based on parental education
and occupation level) are 6 months behind in language

development compared to children from higher SES
families. Further, between 18 and 24 months of age, lower
SES children appear to learn 30 percent fewer words
compared to children from higher SES families. 5
However, while not generalizable to all infants and
toddlers because of the study’s sample size and sampling
method (convenience sample), these findings provide
suggestive evidence for the existence of this early gap.

What is the magnitude of achievement and
developmental gaps by family income and
education at school entry, and does it widen during
the school years?
There are large gaps by SES at school entry, which persist,
and in some domains widen, over children’s school
careers. By kindergarten entry, there is a significant gap in
reading and math (1 SD) between children from very lowincome families (i.e., family income in the bottom 20
percent of the distribution for the sample) and those from
very high-income families (i.e., family income in the top 20
percent of the distribution). Children from very lowincome families are also behind (.5 of a SD) children from
middle-income families (e.g., family income in the middle
20 percent of the distribution), though less so. 6 Although
much smaller, there are also differences by family income
in teacher-reported externalizing problem behaviors at
kindergarten entry. Children from very low-income
families are slightly behind (.25 of a SD) their counterparts
from very high-income families. This gap persists through
fifth grade (with poor children continuing to demonstrate
significantly more behavior problems). 7
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Like family income, parents’ education is also a factor in
the achievement gap. At 24 months, there is a sizeable gap
in cognitive skills (nearly .9 of a SD) between children
whose mothers have a Bachelor’s degree, and children
whose mothers have less than a high school degree. 8 By
age five, there is a large gap in reading and math skills (1
SD) for children whose parents have less than a high
school degree compared to a B.A or higher. This gap
persists through age 14. 9 Overall, achievement gaps by
family income and education are large by the time
children begin formal schooling (i.e., at kindergarten
entry), and change very little beyond elementary school. 10

How big are the early gaps in achievement and
development by race, ethnicity, or home language?
Today, the largest achievement and developmental gaps
are found to be between high-income and low-income
children. 11 However, there is also evidence of gaps by
race, ethnicity, and home language. There is a large body
of research on Black-White, Hispanic-White, and
Immigrant-Native achievement gaps. At 9 months, gaps
in cognitive skills exist between White children and
minority children, with the largest gap for American
Indian/Alaskan Native children (.3 of a SD). 12 By 24
months, these gaps in cognitive skills between minority
children and their White peers have widened, and are
larger for American Indian/Alaskan Native children (.9 of
a SD) than for Black children (.6 of a SD). 13 Minority
children are also less likely to be rated by their parents as
being in excellent or very good health at both 9 and 24
months, and show fewer positive behaviors at 24 months,
compared to their White peers. 14
At school entry, Black children tend to be behind White
children in reading skills (.4 of a SD) and even further
behind in math skills (.6 to .8 of a SD). These gaps widen
further by fifth grade (1 SD for math; .8 of a SD for
reading). 15 At school entry, Hispanic children also trail
White children in reading (.5 of a SD) and are further
behind in math (almost .8 of a SD). 16 For children from
Spanish-speaking families, there is indication that, by 24
months, these children are behind their native Englishspeaking peers in cognitive skills (.7 of a SD). 17
Additionally, while children of immigrants who are not
proficient in English trail behind native English-speaking
peers on assessments that require the use of English, there
is evidence that the gaps that are present at school entry
narrow as these children improve in their English
proficiency. 18 Further, children from immigrant families
do not appear to be behind their native peers in other

nonverbal cognitive domains, and do not display greater
behavior problems. 19
Importantly, while the achievement and development
gaps by race/ethnicity remain large, they have narrowed
over the last few decades. It is important to note that child
background characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, and
home language, are often confounded with differences in
SES. For example, there is evidence that the Black-White
gap in reading skills at school entry is reduced by half (to
.2 of a SD) or more after accounting for SES. 20

How do multiple risk factors contribute to
achievement and developmental gaps?
There is evidence that multiple risk factors are associated
with widening gaps in cognitive skills during infancy and
toddlerhood, suggesting a cumulative association. For
instance, a cognitive skills gap does not appear to exist
between children experiencing only low family income
(below 200 percent FPL) as a risk factor compared to
children experiencing low family income and one
additional risk factor (racial/ethnic minority, a home
language other than English, or a low level of maternal
education). However, low-income children with two or
three additional risk factors do appear to be substantially
behind low-income only children (.6 and .9 of a SD,
respectively). 21

How have achievement and developmental gaps
changed historically?
Gaps in achievement between children living in the
poorest households and their peers living in the highest
income households have widened over the last few
decades. Test scores of very low-income children (those in
the lowest 10 percent of income, or lowest decile) born
around 1950 lagged behind those of their affluent peers
(those in the highest 10 percent of income) by a little over
half of a SD -- about 60 points on an SAT-type test. Fifty
years later, this gap was twice as large. 22 From the early
1960s to the early 1980s, college graduation rates for
children born into the highest income families jumped
from 33 percent to 54 percent, while college graduation
rates for children born into very low-income families
increased by a mere 4 percentage points. 23 This may be
due in part to the fact that the incomes for families at the
top of the income distribution (80th percentile and above)
grew at a much faster rate during these decades than that
for families at the low end of the income distribution. 24
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What are the long-term consequences in
achievement and development for children who
experience poverty early in life?

45 million words for a child from a high-SES family. 31
Children from lower SES families also have less exposure
to enriched learning environments, including access to and
use of children’s books and other materials, and
experience more television time, relative to children from
higher SES families. 32

Experiencing poverty early in life relates to disparities in
long-term social, educational, and economic outcomes.
Persistently poor children (i.e., those from families with
income below the FPL for at least half of their childhood
years, birth to age 17) are nearly 90 percent more likely
than never-poor children to not complete high school by
their 20s, and are four times more likely to give birth
outside of marriage during their teenage years. 25
Additionally, children who experience poverty earlier in
life (birth to age 2; family income below the FPL) are 30
percent less likely to finish high school compared to
children who do not experience poverty until later in
childhood. 26 In addition, the growing gaps in achievement
by income over time have occurred during a time period
when the returns to educational attainment for adult
earnings have been growing. Thus, the growing
achievement gap among children contributes to a
widening income gap in adulthood. 27

Children’s differential access to educational, health care,
and other opportunities by family income and/or family
SES also contribute to achievement and developmental
gaps. For instance, national data from 2005 and 2007
indicate that about 90 percent of four-year-olds in the top
income quintile (top 20 percent) attend some kind of
preschool program, compared to 65 percent of those in the
two lowest income quintiles (bottom 40 percent).
Similarly, about 80 percent of three-year-olds in the top
income quintile attend preschool, compared to just 40
percent of those from the middle income and two lowest
income quintiles (bottom 60 percent). 33 These factors may
contribute to initial school readiness gaps, and the
persistence of gaps throughout the elementary school
years and beyond. 34

What do we know about the mechanisms that
contribute to these gaps and diverging pathways in
early childhood?

What does the evidence suggest for early care and
education policies and programs intended to
support school readiness for all children?

The gaps we have discussed so far are strongly related to
the types of early experiences children have at home and
in caregiving settings. Greater income can be used to
purchase goods and enriching opportunities like highquality child care and early education, whereas a lack of
resources may mean lower-quality or unstable care
(although there is some evidence that children just above
poverty or from middle-income families may receive the
lowest-quality care; see Phillips et al., 2008 28). In addition
to the positive experiences that money can buy, it reduces
economic hardship that contributes to parent stress, which
carries over to children. Indeed, there is evidence that
parenting behaviors and parenting style are a driving force
in the achievement gaps evident between lower and
higher income children. 29

There are potentially multiple ways to help support the
development of young children (e.g., parenting or health
interventions); however, the most consistent evidence for
supporting children’s school readiness skills surrounds
high-quality early care and education (ECE) programs.
Expanding ECE services or targeting intensive early
services to low-income children and their families may
help narrow gaps in achievement and development. A
recent meta-analysis of more than 65 studies found that
ECE attendance had small to moderate effects (average
effect size of .33 of a SD) on children’s cognitive and
achievement outcomes at the program’s end. Across all
follow-up data collection waves, effect sizes were small
(averaged .26 of a SD), with impacts diminishing over
time, on average, yet persisting for ten years. 35 The results
of other meta-analytic studies also point to the positive
effects of preschool education, with the largest effects on
cognitive skills and smaller effects on socio-emotional
skills. 36 Additionally, there is some evidence that
participation in programs such as Head Start is related to
better health outcomes for children (e.g., increased receipt
of health screenings, immunizations, and dental exams). 37

Children from lower income and/or lower SES families
experience differences in parenting and home language,
literacy, and cognitive environments. 30 Such children
often experience less rich verbal environments at home
with family and in caregiver interactions over the first four
years of life. As described in Hart and Risley’s (1995)
seminal study, by age 3, a child from a low-SES family
(based on parental occupation) will be exposed to
approximately 13 million words, on average, compared to

Expansions in access to high-quality ECE programs may
help narrow gaps in achievement and development. We
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know that certain groups of children – Hispanic children,
those from low-income families, immigrant families, and
with less-educated parents – are less likely to be enrolled
in preschool than their counterparts. For other groups of
children who are already enrolled in preschool at
relatively high rates, such as Black children, the more
salient issue is that they tend to be in lower-quality
settings. 38 Studies of universal pre-K programs in cities
like Tulsa and Boston show that attending high-quality
ECE benefits all children, but that attendance is especially
beneficial to the most disadvantaged children and children
from certain ethnic minority groups. 39 This suggests that
expansions in access to high-quality ECE programs would
likely benefit children across income and ethnic and racial
groups, but particularly those from disadvantaged
backgrounds. 40
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