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Head Start Gives Children a Leg Up in Kindergarten
Children who attend two years of San Joaquin County
Head Start are three and a half to eight times more
likely to meet the developmental expectations of a
kindergartner than similar children with no Head Start.

School Ready in Pre‐K*

Percentage of Preschoolers Meeting
Kindergarten Expectations in Mathematics
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Analysis demonstrates that the significant developmental
gains attained while enrolled in Head Start are beyond
correlation and demonstrate a causal relationship
between Head Start enrollment and developmental
progress. Simply put, children are better prepared for
Kindergarten as a direct result of their participation in
San Joaquin County Head Start.
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*Children are assessed in the spring before they matriculate to Kindergarten.

 MATHEMATICS Children who attend two years of

 PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT Children who attend two

Head Start are eight times more likely to meet the
developmental expectations of a kindergartner than
similar children with no Head Start.

years of Head Start are four times more likely to meet
the developmental expectations of a kindergartner.

 LITERACY Children who attend two years of Head

Start are five and a half times more likely to meet the
developmental expectations of a kindergartner.
 SOCIO‐EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT Children who

attend two years of Head Start are four and a half
times more likely to meet the developmental expec‐
tations of a kindergartner.

 LANGUAGE Children who attend two years of Head

Start are three and a half times more likely to meet
the developmental expectations of a kindergartner.
 COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT Children who attend two

years of Head Start are three and a half times more
likely to meet the developmental expectations of a
kindergartner.

High Quality Early
Education Experiences
Make the Difference
Demonstrating significant positive program impacts is a
product of an over 50 year commitment to children and
families. Since 1965, the San Joaquin County Head Start
Program, sponsored by San Joaquin County Board of
Supervisors and operated by Head Start Child
Development Council, Inc. has provided high‐quality
early education and family support services to tens of
thousands of children.

The Head Start Program is a federally funded program for
families living below the poverty level at no cost to
parents. Preschool aged children participate in part‐day
or full‐day preschool education, are provided breakfast
and lunch, and referrals to health care providers.
Parent and family engagement opportunities are also
provided, assisting parents in learning more about family
literacy, family health, nutrition at home, school
readiness, goal‐setting, and social service referrals.
High quality teaching staff, thoughtful curriculum
planning, and regular assessments ensure that the
development of children is the principle focus of the
program. 99.7% of teachers have college degrees.
Teaching staff maintain and improve skills through in‐
service trainings.
Children are assessed three times a year using TS Gold©
— an observation‐based assessment tool that is
psychometrically valid for children from birth through
kindergarten. To properly assess children, teachers
collect observations, pictures, and samples of a child’s
activities over a period of weeks. These observations are
used to assess each child’s developmental level in a range
of areas. Assessment data for the 4,201 children enrolled
in San Joaquin County Head Start between the fall of
2011 and spring of 2013 were used in this analysis.

Two Years of Head Start Set A Child Up for Success
Children with two years of Head Start are three and a
half to eight times more likely to meet the
developmental expectations of a kindergartner.
Despite these dramatic findings, only 30% of enrolled
children benefit from two years of Head Start.
Children with just one year of Head Start also benefit
tremendously from the program. Children with one year
of Head Start are one and a half to three and a half
times more likely to meet the developmental
expectations of a kindergartner than similar children
with no Head Start. Two years of Head Start is sufficient
to help most children meet the developmental expecta‐
tions of a kindergartner. Unfortunately, there is too little
funding and too few slots for most children to benefit
from two years of Head Start.
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*Children are assessed in the spring before they matriculate to Kindergarten.

Results Consistent with
Program Impacts of Other
High Quality Programs
Researchers often express program impact in terms of effect
size, which can be compared across studies. Program impacts
for San Joaquin were in the ‘medium’ impact range.

An effect size is the ratio of the program’s impact to the standard
deviation of the control group. The chart below shows the effect
sizes for the San Joaquin County Head Start program. In the area
of Social and Emotional development, the second year of the
Head Start program has an effect size of 0.59. That means
children with two years of Head Start are 0.59 standard devia‐
tions more developed than children with just one year of Head
Start. That is a very meaningful statistic for researchers, but for
the rest of us, it begs the question, how big was the impact?

Effect Size* By Developmental Domain

Improved School Readiness
Translates into Long‐Term
Benefits for Head Start Children
and their Communities
The findings of this analysis provide
evidence that the San Joaquin County Head
Start program produces significant short‐
term positive impacts. While measuring the
long‐term impacts is beyond the scope of
this analysis, other research has identified
many short‐term and long‐term benefits for
children attending quality preschool
programs. Below is RAND’s summary of
what is known about the impacts of
preschool:
“[A] review of the rigorous evaluations of high‐
quality preschool programs demonstrates that
well‐designed programs that serve children one
or two years before kindergarten entry can
improve measures of school readiness, raise
performance on academic achievement tests in
the early elementary grades, generate sustained
effects on academic achievement into the mid‐
dle‐school years …[reduce] special‐education use
and grade repetition and [increase] rates of high‐
school graduation”
Karoly, Lynn A., Preschool Adequacy and Efficiency in California:
Issues, Policy Options, and Recommendations, Santa Monica, Calif.:
RAND Corporation, 2009.
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*The effect size presented here is the effect of two years of Head Start
compared to just one year of Head Start as measured in the spring
before children matriculate to kindergarten.

There are no hard and fast rules for what constitutes a small or a
large effect size. As a rule of thumb, 0.2 to 0.3 can be considered
a “small” effect, 0.5 as a “medium” effect, and above 0.8 as a high
effect. It is also useful to compare these effect sizes to other
studies of early education programs.
Meta analysis of the many preschool studies over the past twenty
‐five years show that preschool tends to have an immediate effect
size of about 0.5 standard deviations. The Head Start
National Impact Study found effect sizes of 0.15 to 0.35 standard
deviations — although the National Impact Study findings were
artificially low because many children in the control group did
receive early education services. These are only rough
benchmarks, but they show that San Joaquin County’s Head Start
program is producing solid results on par or better than other
early education programs.

Estimating Impact Without De‐
nying Services
This analysis employs a statistical
technique
called
Regression
Discontinuity Design (RDD). Over
the past decade, it has increasingly
been used to measure the program
impact of preschool programs.
Most prominently, the National
Institute for Early Education Research
at Rutgers University has used the
technique to assess a number of
state preschool programs.
CCR
Analytics, a consulting group that
serves the early education sector,
applied the RDD approach to San Joa‐
quin County Head Start’s TS Gold©
assessment data.
A typical research design randomly
assigns participants to a control
group, who are denied services and
an experimental group, who would
then be enrolled in Head Start. This
has the significant downside of de‐
nying services to a large group of
children. Instead, RDD compares
children on either side of the cut‐off
date for entering Kindergarten. For
convenience, we refer to children
born after the cut‐off date as three‐
year‐olds and children born before
the cut‐off date as four‐year‐olds.
The RDD works by comparing three‐
year‐olds (the control group)
enrolled in Head Start to four‐year‐
olds who are returning to Head Start
(the experimental group) for their
second year. The RDD controls for
the age difference between the two
groups while also controlling for
other demographic differences. In
the simplest form, we are comparing
a child born on Nov. 3rd (who is com‐
pleting his first year of two in Head
Start—a 3 year‐old) to a child born
on Nov. 1st (who is completing his
second and final year in Head Start—
a 4 year‐old). Four‐year‐olds who are
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Assigning Groups in Regression
Discontinuity Design
RDD controls for the age and demographic
differences then compares assessment
results on either side of kindergarten cut‐off
dates. Based on date of birth and time in
Head Start, children were in the control
group, experimental group or excluded from
the analysis.
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Analysis
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new to Head Start are not included in
the analysis. This methodology
eliminates the issue of selection bias
because both the control group and
the experimental group made the
decision to attend Head Start as
three‐year‐olds.
Best of all, the analysis was able to
estimate these program impacts,
without denying children the
opportunity to attend Head Start.

www.ccr‐analytics.com.
The analysis was conducted by:
CCR Analytics, formerly Child Care Results,
in fall 2013.
Any errors or omissions in this document are
the sole responsibility of CCR Analytics.

