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he Case for $320,000 Kindergarten

By DAVID LEONHARDT
How much do your kindergarten teacher and classmates affect the rest of your life?

Economists have generally thought that the answer was not much. Great teachers and early
childhood programs can have a big short-term effect. But the impact tends to fade. By junior
high and high school, children who had excellent early schooling do little better on tests than
similar children who did not — which raises the demoralizing question of how much of a
difference schools and teachers can make.

There has always been one major caveat, however, to the research on the fade-out effect. It
was based mainly on test scores, not on a broader set of measures, like a child’s health or
eventual earnings. As Raj Chetty, a Harvard economist, says: “We don’t really care about test
scores. We care about adult outcomes.”

Early this year, Mr. Chetty and five other researchers set out to fill this void. They examined
the life paths of almost 12,000 children who had been part of a well-known education
experiment in Tennessee in the 1980s. The children are now about 30, well started on their
adult lives.

On Tuesday, Mr. Chetty presented the findings — not yet peer-reviewed — at an academic
conference in Cambridge, Mass. They're fairly explosive.

Just as in other studies, the Tennessee experiment found that some teachers were able to
help students learn vastly more than other teachers. And just as in other studies, the effect
largely disappeared by junior high, based on test scores. Yet when Mr. Chetty and his
colleagues took another look at the students in adulthood, they discovered that the legacy of
kindergarten had re-emerged.

Students who had learned much more in kindergarten were more likely to go to college than
students with otherwise similar backgrounds. Students who learned more were also less
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likely to become single parents. As adults, they were more likely to be saving for retirement.
Perhaps most striking, they were earning more.

All else equal, they were making about an extra $100 a year at age 27 for every percentile
they had moved up the test-score distribution over the course of kindergarten. A student
who went from average to the 60th percentile — a typical jump for a 5-year-old with a good
teacher — could expect to make about $1,000 more a year at age 27 than a student who
remained at the average. Over time, the effect seems to grow, too.

The economists don’t pretend to know the exact causes. But it’s not hard to come up with
plausible guesses. Good early education can impart skills that last a lifetime — patience,
discipline, manners, perseverance. The tests that 5-year-olds take may pick up these skills,
even if later multiple-choice tests do not.

Now happens to be a particularly good time for a study like this. With the economy still
terribly weak, many people are understandably unsure about the value of education. They
see that even college graduates have lost their jobs in the recession.

Barely a week seems to go by without a newspaper or television station running a report
suggesting that education is overrated. These stories quote liberal groups, like the Economic
Policy Institute, that argue that an education can’t protect workers in today’s global
economy. Or they quote conservatives, like Charles Murray and Ramesh Ponnuru, who
suggest that people who haven’t graduated from college aren’t smart enough to do so.

But the anti-education case usually relies on a combination of anecdotes and selective facts.
In truth, the gap between the pay of college graduates and everyone else grew to a record last
year, according to the Labor Department, and unemployment has risen far more for the less
educated.

This is not simply because smart people — people who would do well no matter what — tend
to graduate from college. Education itself can make a difference. A long line of economic
research, by Julie Berry Cullen, James Heckman, Philip Oreopoulos and many others, has
found as much. The study by Mr. Chetty and his colleagues is the latest piece of evidence.

The crucial problem the study had to solve was the old causation-correlation problem. Are
children who do well on kindergarten tests destined to do better in life, based on who they
are? Or are their teacher and classmates changing them?
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The Tennessee experiment, known as Project Star, offered a chance to answer these
guestions because it randomly assigned students to a kindergarten class. As a result, the
classes had fairly similar socioeconomic mixes of students and could be expected to perform
similarly on the tests given at the end of kindergarten.

Yet they didn’t. Some classes did far better than others. The differences were too big to be
explained by randomness. (Similarly, when the researchers looked at entering and exiting
test scores in first, second and third grades, they found that some classes made much more
progress than others.)

Class size — which was the impetus of Project Star — evidently played some role. Classes
with 13 to 17 students did better than classes with 22 to 25. Peers also seem to matter. In
classes with a somewhat higher average socioeconomic status, all the students tended to do a
little better.

But neither of these factors came close to explaining the variation in class performance. So
another cause seemed to be the explanation: teachers.

Some are highly effective. Some are not. And the differences can affect students for years to
come.

When | asked Douglas Staiger, a Dartmouth economist who studies education, what he
thought of the new paper, he called it fascinating and potentially important. “The worry has
been that education didn’t translate into earnings,” Mr. Staiger said. “But this is telling us
that it does and that the fade-out effect is misleading in some sense.”

Mr. Chetty and his colleagues — one of whom, Emmanuel Saez, recently won the prize for
the top research economist under the age of 40 — estimate that a standout kindergarten
teacher is worth about $320,000 a year. That’s the present value of the additional money
that a full class of students can expect to earn over their careers. This estimate doesn’t take
into account social gains, like better health and less crime.

Obviously, great kindergarten teachers are not going to start making $320,000 anytime
soon. Still, school administrators can do more than they’re doing.

They can pay their best teachers more, as Pittsburgh soon will, and give them the support
they deserve. Administrators can fire more of their worst teachers, as Michelle Rhee, the
Washington schools chancellor, did last week. Schools can also make sure standardized tests
are measuring real student skills and teacher quality, as teachers’ unions have urged.
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Given today’s budget pressures, finding the money for any new programs will be difficult.
But that’s all the more reason to focus our scarce resources on investments whose benefits
won’t simply fade away.
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