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Children at Risk
Consequences for School Readiness and Beyond

Parents, policymakers, business leaders, and 

the general public increasingly recognize 

the importance of the fi rst few years in 

the life of a child for promoting healthy 

physical, emotional, social, and intellectual devel-

opment. Yet many children face defi ciencies in 

the years leading up to school entry in terms of 

emotional support, intellectual stimulation, or 

access to resources—due to low income or other 

factors—that can impede their ability to develop 

to their fullest potential. 

As part of a recent study to examine the role of 

early childhood interventions, RAND researchers 

identifi ed what is known from the research litera-

ture about the number of children at risk of school 

failure and the consequences for their performance 

in school and subsequent life outcomes. We sum-

marize those fi ndings here. 

A companion research brief highlights the 

study’s fi ndings with respect to the role that high-

quality early intervention programs can play in 

compensating for early disadvantages. By providing 

additional supports for the parents, children, or 

the family as a whole, investments in early inter-

vention programs can alter a child’s developmental 

trajectory during the school age years and beyond. 

Th e changes associated with eff ective programs 

can generate lifelong benefi ts for the participating 

child and further economic benefi ts for society 

as a whole that can more than repay the upfront 

investment.

Disparities in Early Childhood
Although most children experience a supportive 

home and neighborhood environment with access 

to suffi  cient fi nancial and nonfi nancial resources 

to support healthy development, many other chil-

dren do not. A few indicators illustrate some of the 

resource disparities in early childhood:

• Poverty has been shown to be particularly detri-

mental in early childhood in terms of children’s 

subsequent educational and other life course 

outcomes. In 2003, 4.7 million children under 

age 6 lived in families with income below the 

poverty line (defi ned as $18,660 for a family 

of four or $14,824 for a family of three, each 

with two children). While the poverty rate is 

20 percent overall for children under 6, the rate 

is 53 percent among children that age living 

in a female-headed household, 39 percent for 

African-American children, and 32 percent for 

Latino children.

• Research has demonstrated that neighborhoods 

of concentrated poverty (typically defi ned as 

those with a poverty rate exceeding 20 percent) 

provide more limited opportunities for young 

children in terms of social interaction, posi-

tive role models, and other resources, such as 

quality child care, health facilities, parks, and 

playgrounds, that are important for healthy 

child development. Data from the 2000 Census 

reveal that 22 percent of children under 5 live 

in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty.

• Healthy child development is supported by 

regular access to health care, such as well-child 

visits. Th ese visits can provide opportunities for 

health care providers to conduct developmental 
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Key fi ndings: 

• A substantial percentage of children are 
disadvantaged in terms of resources 
available for healthy physical and mental 
development. One-fi fth of children under 
age 6 live in poverty, and nearly half of 
all children face one or more risk factors 
associated with gaps in school readiness.

• These disadvantages translate into short-
falls in academic achievement, prosocial 
behavior, educational attainment, and, 
eventually, greater rates of unemploy-
ment and criminality.
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screenings and to encourage parental behaviors that promote 

strong social, emotional, cognitive, and physical child develop-

ment. Nevertheless, among children less than 2 years old in 

2002, 12 percent had not had a well-child checkup in the last 

year. Th at fraction rises to 16 percent among children ages 2 to 

3 and 18 percent among those ages 4 to 5.

• Early home literacy-building activities that are associated with 

better school performance in kindergarten and beyond include 

reading to a child regularly (3 or more times a week); teach-

ing children letters, words, and numbers; and telling stories or 

teaching songs and music. Among children ages 3 to 5 in 2001, 

16 percent are not read to regularly at home. Among children 

whose mothers have less than a high school education, that frac-

tion rises to 31 percent, compared with just 7 percent for chil-

dren whose mothers have a college degree.

Consequences for School Readiness and Beyond
Th ese early indicators of disadvantage, which aff ect as many as one 

of every fi ve children, have implications for how prepared children 

are when they fi rst enter school at kindergarten. While there is no 

single defi nition of school readiness, experts agree that readiness is 

a multifaceted concept that goes beyond academic and cognitive 

skills to include physical, social, and emotional development, as 

well as approaches to learning. 

A series of assessments for a recent nationally representative kin-

dergarten cohort indicate that disadvantaged children enter school 

lagging behind their more advantaged peers in terms of the knowl-

edge and social competencies that are widely recognized as enabling 

children to perform at even the most basic level. Substantial gaps 

are evident for disadvantaged children in measures of reading and 

mathematics profi ciency, in prosocial behaviors and behavior prob-

lems, and in readiness to learn. For example, although 18 percent 

of children overall are not familiar with basic conventions of print 

or writing (e.g., knowing that English is read from left to right and 

top to bottom, or where a story ends), that fraction is 32 percent 

for children whose mothers have less than a high school education 

but only 8 percent for children whose mothers have a college degree 

or higher. Other risk factors include being in a single-parent family, 

a family that has received welfare, or a family that does not speak 

English at home. Th irty-one percent of this kindergarten cohort 

had one of these four risk factors; another 16 percent faced two or 

more of them. 

Th ese measures indicate that children from more enriched envi-

ronments enter school better prepared. Data that follow children 

over time reveal that these early diff erences expand as children 

progress through school. In other words, disadvantaged children 

do not progress at the same rate as their more advantaged peers, so 

achievement gaps tend to widen over time. 

As a result, many children from disadvantaged backgrounds 

fail to meet grade-level expectations on core subjects. For example, 

national educational assessments at grades 8 and 12 show that 

about 50 percent of children from at-risk backgrounds (e.g., low 

parental education or low family income) score below the “basic” 

level of reading and math achievement, indicating that they have 

less than partial mastery of the knowledge and skills “fundamental 

for profi cient work” at that grade level. Other manifestations of 

problems in school achievement for disadvantaged children include 

higher rates of special education placement, grade repetition, and 

dropping out of school. 

Ultimately, limited skills and low educational attainment 

increase the likelihood of undesirable outcomes in adulthood. Low 

educational attainment is associated with reduced rates of employ-

ment and with lower earnings for those who are employed. Use of 

social welfare programs is also higher among those with low educa-

tional attainment, as are crime and incarceration rates.

Th ese adverse outcomes during childhood and adulthood have 

consequences that extend beyond the lost potential (near- and long-

term) for the aff ected children. Government outlays are higher as 

a result of higher special education costs, greater participation in 

social welfare programs, and higher rates of crime and delinquency. 

Government revenues are lower as a result of lost employment and 

earnings potential. Th ese economic costs can be sizable, especially 

when they are considered in the context of the full life course. 

Estimates indicate, for example, that a high school dropout costs 

society $243,000 to $388,000 in present-value dollars over his or 

her lifetime, and societal costs for a typical career criminal are $1.3 

to $1.5 million in present-value dollars.

A Role for Early Intervention
High-quality early interventions are designed to combat the fac-

tors that threaten child development. If learning begets learning, 

then interventions at younger ages have great potential to gener-

ate cumulative benefi ts by altering a child’s future developmental 

trajectory. Even if only a portion of the detrimental consequences 

facing at-risk children in the school-age years and in adulthood can 

be averted, the benefi ts from eff ective early intervention programs 

can be substantial.
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