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Executive Summary

Subsidizing childcare has become one of the 
most controversial items on the Canadian 
policy agenda in recent years. The increased 
prominence of childcare as a political issue 
was brought about by a concerted advocacy 
campaign by those who believe a dramatic 
increase in childcare participation has the 
potential to bring a wide variety of benefits 
to Canadian society including superior 
academic performance and long-term 
increases in productivity.  

A close examination of the research litera-
ture in this area reveals that these exciting 
promises of huge returns on childcare 
spending are built upon a shaky empirical 
foundation. A growing body of evidence 
suggests that for most children, the effects  
of most childcare interventions are extrem-
ely short lived and fade out almost entirely 
in only a few years. Furthermore, there is  
strong evidence that the long-term benefits 
of childcare that do exist are concentrated 
almost entirely among poor children, a fact  

that argues in favour of targeted subsidiza-
tion rather than expensive universal 
programs. In addition to this ambiguity 
surrounding the purported long-term 
benefits of childcare subsidization, a 
growing body of literature suggests that 
lengthy periods of exposure to formal 
childcare may actually have a negative 
effect on child development, particularly 
in terms of social development and health 
outcomes.

In light of these complications, the confident 
claims of childcare advocates concerning 
the benefits of large-scale spending on 
universally subsidized childcare do not 
square with the ambiguous research 
literature in this complicated area of social 
science. This backgrounder will examine 
these ambiguities and demonstrate that 
massive spending on universal childcare 
subsidization is likely not the long-term 
social and economic panacea some activists 
suggest it is.

“
”

A growing body of literature suggests 
that lengthy periods of exposure to formal 
childcare may actually have a negative 
effect on child development, particularly  
in terms of social development and  
health outcomes.
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Introduction
The Push for Universal  
Childcare Subsidies
Subsidizing childcare has become one of the  
most controversial items on the Canadian 
policy agenda in recent years. The increas-
ed prominence of childcare as a political 
issue came about by a concerted advocacy 
campaign by those who believe a dramatic 
increase in childcare participation holds the  
potential to bring a wide variety of benefits  
to Canadian society. During the 1970s and  
1980s, advocacy for childcare subsidization  
was closely linked to the feminist movement.  
Early proponents of subsidization often 
focused on the “liberating” effect that inex- 
pensive childcare would have for mothers, 
and they argued subsidization would 
benefit women by creating greater gender 
equality in labour market outcomes. They  
also asserted it would have a positive impact  
on the national economy by boosting em-
ployment rates amongst mothers of small 
children. 

In the 1990s, arguments in favour of child-
care subsidization increasingly centered 
on the idea that participation in formal 
daycare has direct benefits for children. 
Specifically, childcare advocates claimed 
exposure to childcare has beneficial effects 
on the cognitive development of pre-school  
children. They argued the cognitive gains 
enhance “school readiness” and equip 
children to maximize the benefits of their  
elementary school opportunities. 

Proponents of subsidization argued that 
this enhanced level of “school readiness” 
leads to superior academic performance 
and increased self-confidence at a young 
age, which, in turn, leads to continued 
academic success throughout childhood 
and even to social and economic success in 
adulthood.1   

This shift toward child-centered arguments 
has been accompanied by rhetorical shifts. 
For example, proponents of subsidization 
now eschew the terms “childcare” and 
“daycare” and speak instead of “early child-
hood education.”2 Similarly, many childcare 
advocates now refer to public spending on  
these programs as an “investment” in 
society’s human capital.3 Because the idea  
that small investments at a young age can 
bring tremendous long-term benefits is 
extremely attractive, the presentation of 
childcare subsidization as a prudent long-
term investment has been an effective 
rhetorical device. The estimates put forward  
by childcare advocates about the likely 
long-term returns on this “investment” 
have often been staggeringly large. Several 
highly publicized studies attempted to 
analyze the long-term benefits that would 
accrue to society by childcare subsidization 
through fewer students repeating a grade, 
reduced special-education placement and 
higher rates of high school graduation. 
They found that each dollar spent on child-
care subsidization would yield savings of 
200 to 400 per cent in the long-term.4 

Childcare advocates have argued that as 
well as the aforementioned savings, early 
childhood education will help create a 
more productive future labour force. For 
example, the highly respected Canadian 
economist Daniel Trefler has argued for  
dramatically increasing childcare subsidiza-
tion on precisely these grounds, claiming 
that such spending would create a long-
term annual return of 12.2 per cent from  
increased productivity and other benefits.5  
For these reasons, Toronto-based activist  
Martha Friendly wrote that public investment  
in a universal childcare system represents 
a “key strategy” for “ensuring long-term 
societal prosperity.”6
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“ ”

Critiquing the Claims for  
Universal Childcare Subsidies
At first glance, these claims for the long-
term benefits of childcare subsidization 
make public spending in this area appear to 
be a good idea despite the expensive price 
tags that accompany the policy proposals 
of childcare advocates. Even the very 
costly preferred policy of many childcare 
activists—a universal government-funded 
childcare system with extremely low user 
fees—can initially appear to be a wise 
investment despite its enormous estimated 
annual cost of $15-billion.7  

However, a closer examination of the 
research literature in this area reveals that 
these exciting promises of huge returns on 
childcare spending are built upon a shaky 
empirical foundation. Although there is 
evidence high-quality childcare can bring 
about measurable benefits for certain 
children, a growing body of evidence shows 
that for most children the effects of formal 
childcare are extremely short lived and 
fade out almost entirely in just a few years. 
Furthermore, there is strong evidence that 
the long-term benefits of childcare are 

concentrated almost entirely among poor 
children, a fact that argues in favour of 
targeted subsidization rather than for an 
enormously expensive universal program. 
In addition to this ambiguity surrounding 
the purported long-term benefits of 
childcare subsidization, a growing body 
of literature suggests lengthy periods of 
exposure to formal childcare may actually 
have measurable negative effects on child 
development, particularly in terms of social 
development and childhood health.

In light of these complications, the 
confident claims of childcare advocates 
concerning the benefits of large-scale 
spending on universally subsidized 
childcare do not square with the ambiguous 
research literature in this complicated area 
of social science. This paper will examine 
these ambiguities and demonstrate that 
massive spending on universal childcare 
subsidization is likely not the long-term 
social and economic panacea that some 
activists suggest.  

A growing body of evidence shows that for 
most children the effects of formal childcare 
are extremely short-lived and fade out almost 
entirely in just a few years. 
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The Perry Preschool Project et al. and 
the Critics: Concentration of Childcare 
Effects and Fade out over Time 
The claims of childcare advocates are 
largely built upon a series of projects that 
began during the 1960s and 1970s that 
sought to measure the impact of intensive, 
high-quality, early-learning interventions 
provided to children from low-income 
families. The most famous, and most 
frequently cited, of these experiments is 
the Perry Preschool Project in Michigan. 
It began in 1962 as a carefully designed, 
intensive, half-day pre-kindergarten 
program for poor African-American children 
that featured very small classes, advice 
for parents on how to promote healthy 
development and even home visits from 
teachers. The results of this experiment 
are impressive and have lasted into middle 
age. The Perry students were 20 per cent 
more likely to graduate from college, were 
significantly less likely to be arrested and 
experienced fewer teenage pregnancies 
than did members of a control group 
that received no pre-school.8 A similarly 
intensive and small-scale “model” pre-
school for poor children was later opened 
in North Carolina, and this school, known 
as the Carolina Abecedarian Project, also 
yielded impressive long-term results.9  

The Perry and Abecedarian programs, 
however, were small and very expensive 
and are, therefore, not a realistic model 
for a much larger system. Even if sufficient 
funds were available, it is doubtful that 
such carefully designed programs could be 
successfully scaled up to a national level. 
Still, there exists evidence that larger 
programs can also produce long-lasting 
benefits for disadvantaged children. In 
Chicago, The Child-Parent Centers (CPC) 

program, which has operated since 1967, 
has served relatively large numbers of 
children from low-income families. The size 
of the CPC program has allowed for the 
collection of better, more reliable data than 
the Perry program did while also being 
forced to operate within significantly tighter 
budgetary constraints. Although the effects 
were predictably more modest than those 
achieved by the Perry program, attendance 
at these centres was found to result in 
meaningful improvements in academic 
performance that did not fade out entirely 
over time.10  

Studies based on these and some similar 
pre-school programs targeted at low-
income families form the empirical founda-
tion upon which childcare advocates have  
based their more hyperbolic claims about 
the likely effects of a universal pre-kinder-
garten program. Since the studies were 
published, many social scientists have 
expressed deep skepticism about whether 
these results can be generalized to the 
entire pre-school population.11 These 
skeptics have identified several reasons 
why there may be differential effects of 
childcare participation for poor children as 
opposed to those from middle-class and 
affluent families. Of particular importance 
is the possibility that children from more-
affluent families are more likely to have 
access to enriching educational resources 
within the home and participation in formal 
educational programs may be somewhat 
redundant.12 Another possibility, suggested 
by Yale University’s Edward Zigler, is that 
the benefits of comprehensive boutique 
pre-school programs such as Perry may be 
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driven primarily by the medical and social 
services provided by these programs, 
which may also be redundant for children 
from middle-class families.13   

In recent years, evidence has accumulated 
in support of the argument that the 
impressive results from model pre-schools 
for poor children cannot be replicated by 
programs for middle-class children. The 
most compelling evidence of the differential 
impact of pre-school on child development 
outcomes was produced by an analysis of 
the National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development (NICHD) data set. 
The NICHD’s study of early childcare is a 
comprehensive longitudinal study that was 
designed to help answer long-standing 
questions about the relationship between 
childcare experiences and children’s develop- 
mental outcomes. Bruce Fuller,14 a sociolog-
ist based at Berkley University and a lead- 
ing expert in child development, described 
the NICHD as the “most ambitious longitud-
inal study ever to assess the influence of 
youngsters’ childcare settings on cognitive, 
social and health development.”15 The 
NICHD sample included many children from 
middle-class families, which allowed for 
observational analysis of the previously 
understudied question of what effects 
childcare has on these kids. 

The NICHD research team addressed this 
question in a 2005 study that analyzed 
the effects of childcare on the children in 
this data set, who were primarily drawn 
from middle-class families. The NICHD 
researchers controlled for a variety of 
factors including parental education levels, 
family income and maternal mental health 
in an effort to isolate and measure the 
impact of childcare participation. As some 
social scientists predicted, the study 
revealed small and extremely short-lived 
effects on cognitive development. Although 
the research team did detect superior 
cognitive performance for middle-class kids 

who had some pre-school experience at the 
time of school entry, those benefits faded 
away extremely quickly. By the third grade, 
the estimated effect of spending time 
in pre-school environments evaporated 
almost entirely and stood approximately 
at a minuscule 0.07 standard deviation 
depending on the dimension of development  
in question.16 This study did detect a 
measurable improvement in short-term 
memory associated with spending time in 
centre-based childcare, but the effect was 
also very small. No statistically significant 
effects were found for any other measure 
of cognitive development in the third grade 
evaluations.17 The results of this study 
suggest that exposure to formal childcare 
provides middle-class children with a slight 
boost in cognitive performance at the 
time of school entry, but it has virtually 
no impact whatsoever on long-term or 
even medium-term cognitive development 
trajectories for them. 

The results of the NICHD study were 
confirmed by the analysis of another 
ambitious longitudinal data set that was 
compiled by researchers in the United 
States. The Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Survey data (ECLS) study monitored the 
pre-school participation and developmental 
outcomes of a large number of American 
children from a diverse set of socio-
economic backgrounds. This data, like the 
NICHD’s, was analyzed to study the impact 
of childcare on developmental outcomes 
for specific groups of children, such as 
those from middle-class families. Such 
an analysis was undertaken in 2005 by a 
team of researchers from the University 
of Wisconsin, The University of North 
Carolina and Columbia University whose 
work was published by the National Bureau 
of Economic Research (NBER) and the 
Economics of Education Review. This study 
independently confirmed the findings of 
the NICHD research team, showing that 
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the cognitive benefits of childcare for a 
representative sample largely comprised 
of middle-class kids were small and short 
lived.18 

In fact, this NBER study revealed an even 
more rapid fade out of the beneficial 
effects of childcare than was detected 
by the NICHD team. The authors, 
Magnuson, Ruhm and Waldfogel, found 
that in tests administered during the fall of 
kindergarten, children who had participated 
in pre-kindergarten programs performed 
better on reading and math tests than did 
those who had experienced parental care 
only. However, by the spring of first grade, 
these cognitive benefits had faded out 
almost entirely, to the point that they were 
no longer statistically significant. In other 
words, after just one or two years of formal 
education, children who were exposed to  
formal pre-school were statistically indis-
tinguishable from children who were not.19 

Honest child development researchers 
are careful to stress that it is extremely 
difficult to prove or disprove the existence 
of causal relationships between various 
stimuli such as pre-school exposure and 
child development outcomes. This is an 
inherent feature of this field of study. 
Randomized control experiments, which 
are the gold standard for demonstrating 
causality in social science, are very 
rarely undertaken because of ethical 
constraints and the entirely appropriate 
desire of parents to choose their children’s 
environment rather than allowing it to be 
determined randomly. In this field, some 
degree of modesty concerning our ability 
to predict the impact of an extremely 
complicated set of phenomena on child 
development is indispensable for sound 
policy analysis. 

Despite these challenges, the findings of 
carefully designed longitudinal studies 
such as these, which are performed by 

top researchers and make use of large 
samples, deserve careful attention, partic- 
ularly when the findings have such impor-
tant implications for public policy. These 
data sets independently suggest that child- 
care participation has extremely limited, 
if any, long-term cognitive benefits for 
middle-class children. Despite confident 
assertions by universal childcare activists 
that their proposals are grounded in an  
impressive research base, the best avail- 
able North American data provide extrem-
ely little evidence that an “investment” 
in childcare programs for middle-class 
families will produce any “returns” whatso- 
ever in terms of superior cognitive develop-
ment. In fact, the existing evidence strongly  
argues against massive spending on the 
creation of a universal system and in 
favour of devoting scare resources to the 
subsidization of high-quality early-learning 
interventions for the children who actually 
benefit from them, those who come from 
economically disadvantaged families. 

Middle-class and affluent parents already 
have access to early-childhood education 
through the existing, privately organized 
system. Rather than devoting scarce 
public funds to pay for a private good that 
comfortable individuals are already able 
to purchase in a free market, government 
resources should be used where they can 
help meet needs that the market will not 
fulfill. Children from low-income families 
experience the greatest benefit from pre-
kindergarten education and they are also, 
unhappily, the ones whose parents are 
often unable to obtain high quality care 
for them. By focusing on how to improve 
access to high-quality childcare for poor 
families, government can provide a service 
for families that require it while also 
making a prudent long-term investment in 
developing our society’s human capital.
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Evidence for Negative Impacts  
on Social Development Outcomes  
from Childcare

As discussed in the previous section, recent 
research in the field of child development 
casts considerable doubt on the proposition 
that childcare participation has long-lasting 
benefits for all children. There is, however, 
significant evidence to support the asser-
tion that formal childcare experience has a  
positive impact on children from specific 
types of families. This evidence for the 
beneficial effects of childcare should be  
recognized and considered by policymakers 
in their efforts to determine the appropriate 
level and form of childcare subsidization. 

However, significant evidence has emerged 
in recent years that childcare participation 
may also have significant negative effects 
on other important dimensions of child 
development. A number of carefully perform- 
ed studies suggested increased time in 
formal childcare might negatively affect the  
development of children’s social skills and  
cause them to suffer from poor health. More  
specifically, in addition to being associated 
with greater instances of common child-
hood ailments such as ear and throat 
infections, large amounts of time spent 
in childcare was correlated with negative 
social development including heightened 
levels of aggression and anxiety. Just as the  
apparent positive developmental impact of  
childcare should be considered by policy-
makers in their efforts to determine the 
optimal level of subsidization, the evidence 
of these negative effects should also be 
recognized and considered. 

Of particular importance is a 2005 paper 
completed by a team of American and 
Canadian researchers who analyzed the  

effects of Quebec’s creation of a “universal”  
childcare program on childcare utilization 
and child outcomes. The authors of this 
study, Michael Baker, Jonathan Gruber 
and Kevin Milligan, took advantage of a 
dramatic policy change that occurred in 
Quebec during the late 1990s to create 
a quasi-experimental study to examine 
the issue. The policy change was the 
reorganization of the childcare sector in 
1997, which universalized the subsidization 
of childcare and offered Quebec residents 
access to heavily subsidized childcare 
spaces at a cost of $5 per day, a fee which 
has since increased to $7. 

This change in childcare policy during the 
1990s allowed the researchers to compare 
“waves” of Quebec children who were of 
pre-school age under two very different 
childcare regimes. By comparing the 
developmental outcomes of the children, 
the researchers hoped to evaluate the 
causal impact of the policy change. To 
ensure they were actually measuring 
the effect of the new childcare policy 
rather than other factors that may cause 
a change in developmental outcomes, 
Baker et al. employed a “difference and 
differences” model to compare changes 
in developmental outcomes in Quebec to 
those experienced in the rest of Canada 
around the time of the reform.20 In other 
words, this study examined whether 
children’s developmental outcomes took 
markedly different trajectories in Quebec 
and the rest of Canada in the years 
immediately around this major policy 
change.21 
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Using the large, nationally representative 
National Longitudinal Survey of Children 
and Youth (NLSCY) data set, Baker et al. 
examined the impact of the policy change 
on childcare utilization, which they found 
to be very dramatic. Both the number of 
children in care and the number of hours 
per week spent in childcare were much 
higher under the new policy regime.22 

The authors looked at the effect of this 
increase in childcare utilization on the 
developmental outcomes discussed above. 
The results of this “natural experiment” 
were remarkable. Large, significant effects  
were discovered in the area of health out- 
comes. For example, children in Quebec 
were significantly less likely to be in “excel-
lent health” according to their mothers and  
were much more likely to have experienced 
at least one infection in the years following 
the policy change compared to the years 
immediately before. Similarly, large nega- 
tive effects were found on social develop-
ment. Instances of hyperactivity, aggression  
and anxiety all increased measurably 
amongst Quebec children in the years 
following the policy change. The authors 
also found a statistically significant negative  
effect on the motor and social development 
of children exposed to the program.23  

By using low-end estimates of the number  
of children who were actually affected by  
the policy, the authors were able to produce  
a very conservative estimate of the “child- 
care effect” on social development for  
children whose level of childcare participa-
tion increased because of the policy change.  
Even the most conservative estimates of 
childcare effects produced by the authors 
suggested dramatic results. Most strikingly, 
Baker et al. estimated that the children 
were 62.6 per cent more likely to suffer 
from general anxiety because of increased 
childcare participation.24 Similarly, children 
who received additional childcare were 
estimated to be much more likely than 

those who had not to exhibit symptoms of 
hyperactivity.

What is particularly interesting about the 
results of this study is that the negative 
impact discovered by the researchers 
was consistent across several dimensions 
of social and physical health. One of the 
authors, MIT Professor Jonathan Gruber, 
states “Across almost everything we’ve 
looked at, the policy led to much worse 
outcomes for kids.”25 A second striking 
result of this study is the large size of the 
effects. In order to provide context for 
their estimates of childcare-effect sizes, the 
researchers compared a low-end estimate 
of the effect of childcare to that of a well-
known predictor of child development, 
maternal education. In the case of hyper-
activity, the low-end estimated childcare 
effect was actually found to be significantly 
greater than the negative effect associated 
with having a mother who never completed 
high school. In other words, the data from 
this quasi-experiment suggest that for 
hyperactivity the negative effect of child-
care was stronger than the positive effect 
of increased maternal education.26  

These strikingly large estimates of partic-
ular negative effects combined with the 
consistency of the negative health and 
social development effects allow the 
authors to make a strong case that they 
have identified a negative impact from 
participating in Quebec’s childcare system. 
Considering the enormous amount of public  
money that is spent on this program—
approximately $1.4-billion annually—this 
evidence of large negative effects on 
children is extremely troubling.

Baker et al.’s findings deserve significant 
attention from policymakers since they 
come from a quasi-experimental study. As 
noted in the previous section, controlled 
experiments are usually impossible to 
conduct in this area of social science 
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research; this fact generally forces 
researchers to rely upon observational 
studies in which selection bias is a constant  
danger. Opportunities for quasi-experimental  
research provided by sudden policy 
changes and waiting lists for programs 
provide us with rare opportunities to gather  
concrete evidence about the causal relation- 
ship between childcare and development 
outcomes. 

Two recent, major U.S. longitudinal studies 
provided substantial evidence that support 
the findings described above and suggest 
they can be generalized to childcare as it 
is practiced throughout North America. A 
2002 study that made use of the rich NICHD 
data set to analyze the effect of childcare  
participation in locations across the United 
States also studied the effects of childcare 
participation on social development. In an  
effort to address the possibility of selection 
bias, a number of relevant demographic 
and economic control variables were includ- 
ed in the model. The inclusion of these 
variables in the regression analysis “controls” 
for their impact on social development  
outcomes. This is a strategy for measuring 
the impact of one particular variable of  
interest, in this case, childcare participation.  
This observational study reached conclu-
sions similar to those reached by Baker 
et al. The regression analysis performed 
for this study showed that children who 
spent more hours per week in childcare 
exhibited significantly more—rather than 
fewer—problem behaviours than did those 
who spent less time in professional care.27 
Troublingly, these negative effects on social 
development were relatively long lasting 
and were still evident when follow-up tests 
were administered to the same children in 
third grade.28 

These results were confirmed again by 
another high-quality longitudinal study 
performed by researchers at California’s 

Berkeley University. This study made use 
of the extremely large Early Childhood 
Longitudinal Study data set to examine 
the impact of long periods of exposure 
to formal childcare centres on social 
development. Like the NICHD researchers, 
the Berkeley team found that, on average, 
the children who began formal pre-school 
at very young ages had a slower pace 
of social development than did those 
who entered later.29 Specifically, middle-
class children who attended pre-school 
centres for more than six hours per day 
tended to have worse results in terms of 
co-operation, sharing and engagement 
in classroom tasks than did comparable 
children who remained at home with a 
parent prior to starting school.30 Like Baker 
et al. and the NICHD research team, the  
Berkeley researchers’ work strongly sug-
gests that childcare participation, and 
especially intensive childcare participation 
at a young age, can have measurable and 
significant negative effects on the social 
development of children. 

As previously noted, modesty about our 
ability to understand enormously complex 
questions concerning what contributes to or 
hinders healthy childhood development is 
essential to sound policymaking in the field 
of public policy for children. The complexity 
of human behavior and childrearing makes 
it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to  
demonstrate conclusively a causal impact 
of childcare on developmental outcomes 
through empirical study due to the contin- 
ued possibility of selection bias. Nonethe-
less, owing to the excellent data sets 
employed in these two longitudinal studies, 
the size of the detected effects and the 
care with which a large number of control 
variables were selected, it would be impru-
dent to minimize the significance of the 
NICHD’s and Berkeley team’s findings. 
These are supported by quasi-experimental 
data from Quebec, which strengthens the 
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“
”

case that intensive childcare participation 
can have negative social development 
effects.

Whenever possible, public policy should be 
determined through a careful weighing of 
the costs and benefits of different courses 
of action. The social costs of the negative 
developmental effects should, therefore, 
inform policymakers in this area. Certainly, 
more research is required to assess just 
how great this cost is. In particular, longer-
term research would be useful in learning 
the extent to which these negative effects 
fade over time. However, even if there are  
no long-term negative effects on social 

development and health, the short-term 
harm that this data suggests exists would  
still represent a negative aspect of increas- 
ed childcare utilization. During the cost-
benefit analyses that should be used to  
determine the appropriate level and form of  
childcare subsidization, this “cost”—emotion- 
al distress and poor health among children— 
should be recognized and considered. 

Children are also citizens, and if public 
money is used to subsidize programs that 
harm them or simply make their lives less 
pleasant, this harm should be recognized 
as a cost to be weighed against the social 
benefits that the programs create. 

The Berkeley team found...  
children who began formal pre-school at 
very young ages had a slower pace of social 
development than did those who entered 
later. Specifically, middle-class children 
who attended pre-school centres for more 
than six hours per day tended to have worse 
results in terms of co-operation, sharing and 
engagement in classroom tasks...
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Conclusion

During the 1960s and 1970s, ambitious 
studies such as the Perry Preschool Project  
proved that high-quality pre-school inter-
ventions can have dramatic benefits for 
children from very poor families. These 
studies showed that the provision of formal  
education at a young age can be an import-
ant mechanism by which we can help 
ensure that children from disadvantaged 
families are able to reach their full potential.  
Some advocates for a universal childcare 
system, however, have taken this data, 
which proves only this relatively narrow 
point, and drawn unjustifiably broad 
conclusions about the benefits of massive 
government spending on universal pre-
school programs. 

By generalizing the results of these studies 
and ignoring research that contradicts 
their claims, advocates for pre-school 
present a universal childcare system as 
a long-term wonder policy capable of 
improving educational outcomes, boosting 
productivity and lowering crime, among 
other positive outcomes. Unfortunately, 
these hyperbolic promises rest on a shaky 
empirical foundation, and are largely 
contradicted by recent research in the field 
of child development. While poor children 
do benefit from high-quality pre-school, 
there is very little evidence that children 
from middle-class and affluent families 
receive any measurable long-term benefits 
from pre-kindergarten. Government subsi- 
dization of childcare for comfortable famil- 
ies is therefore an “investment” in human 
capital that we have little evidence will  
produce any “returns” whatsoever. Further-
more, there is a troubling and growing 
body of evidence that suggests prolonged 
periods in childcare may negatively affect 
the social development of small children, 

particularly those from middle-class 
families. 

Providing high-quality formal education to 
small children is very expensive. Quebec 
spends $1.4-billion annually on its universal 
subsidized program, and prominent 
proponents of a similar national program 
estimate its cost at a staggering $15-billion 
per year. This translates into a new annual 
tax burden of $500 for every man, woman 
and child in the country, about $2,000 for  
the typical family. It is important for policy-
makers to recognize that government 
resources in this area, like all others, are 
finite and should be spent where they are  
capable of doing the most good. As we have  
seen, the evidence suggests society derives 
little or no benefit from publicly providing 
costly formal education to middle-class 
children of pre-school age. Furthermore, 
such expenditures do not satisfy any unmet  
social need since middle-class families have  
access to childcare through the existing 
privately organized system. 

In light of these facts, government should 
simply leave those families to weigh the 
costs and benefits of their options without 
subsidizing their choices. While targeted 
public spending on subsidizing childcare 
for poor families can be justified based on 
the current research literature, the claim 
that a universal childcare program would 
constitute a prudent investment in human 
capital is not supported by solid research. 
Governments should recognize this canard  
for what it is and dedicate scarce resources 
to the vast number of priorities that are  
more worthy and urgent than the subsidi-
zation of childcare choices for economically 
comfortable families. 
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