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High-Quality Early Education:  
Cutting Crime and Saving Up to $160 Million a 
Year in Education Costs in San Diego County
The law enforcement leaders of Fight Crime: invest in Kids California are determined to see that dangerous criminals are put 
behind bars.  But those on the front lines in the fight against crime know that America’s anti-crime arsenal contains no weapons 
more powerful than proven programs that keep kids from committing crimes in the first place.  High-quality early education, 
including preschool programs, helps kids get the right start in life.

Summary
Law enforcement leaders have supported high-quality early 
education as one of the most cost-effective ways to cut 
crime and reduce state costs for correctional and other social 
services over the long term.  The research is clear that at-risk 
children who attend high-quality early education are less 
likely to commit crimes as adults and more likely to complete 
high school and become competent adults who can support 
themselves and their families.  Researchers have found that, in 
the long run, quality early education saves as much as $16 for 
every dollar invested.1

A new analysis by Fight Crime: invest in Kids California shows 
that quality early education investments, including preschool, 
can also produce significant short-term savings for the San 
Diego County’s education budget, by reducing special 
education costs by ten percent.

Over $800 million a year is spent on special education services 
for San Diego County, but only $83 million was invested in 
state- and federally funded preschool that served San Diego 
4-year-olds in Fiscal Year 2010–2011.  The new analysis shows 
that if and when a combination of funding from the federal 
government, the state government and individual families 
can fund high-quality preschool for all San Diego families 
that would want it, at a projected total cost of $335 million, 
San Diego and California could realize savings of as much as 
$80 million in special education costs alone.  Because high-
quality preschool can reduce grade retention and improve the 
learning environment, the total K-12 education savings could 
reach $160 million a year.

 
 
Research shows that making quality early education programs 
available to all children can greatly reduce the need for special 
education – with reductions in special education costs ranging 
from 6 percent to as much as 48 percent, depending on the 
programs and the students.2

Backed by these numbers, law enforcement leaders are 
urging state and federal policymakers to support investments 
that would give more children access to high-quality early 
education, including more at-risk children.  Not only can early 
education cut crime, but it also can help reduce the costs of 
K-12 education.
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High-quality Early Education Cuts Crime and 
Reduces the Need for Special Education

Research shows that at-risk kids who attended high-quality 
early education programs were less likely to commit crimes 
as adults than similar children who did not.  Further, these 
rigorous studies showed that participating in these programs 
also produced significant reductions in special education 
placements during the kindergarten through 12th grade  
(K-12) years, a significant cost-driver in local, state and  
federal education costs.

Law enforcement wholeheartedly supports providing children 
with appropriate special educational services that will help 
them learn and realize their full potential.

Many children have special educational needs such as a 
hearing impairment or a learning disability that would not be 
expected to change as a result of high-quality early education.  
However, for children with developmental delays or behavior 
problems, high-quality early education can make a meaningful 
difference in reducing future needs for special education 
during the K-12 years.  Research shows that many children will 
not need special educational services if effective interventions 
are available to them early in life.

High/Scope Perry Preschool Program

The Perry Preschool Program in Ypsilanti, Michigan is a high-
quality, one- to two-year-long educational program that is 
considered a model of early childhood education programs.  
The High/Scope Educational Research Foundation initiated a 
study of the program in 1962.  Researchers randomly assigned 
one half of a population of at-risk, low-income 3- and 4-year-
olds to attend the program and assigned the other half to a 
control group not receiving preschool, and then followed  
these children over time, to age 40.3

Reduced Crime:  In 2005, the Foundation released the most 
recent findings of lifetime effects of the Perry Preschool 
Program.  By age 27, those who did not attend the program 
as children were five times more likely to become chronic 

offenders with five or more arrests compared to those who 
did attend.4  By age 40, those who did not attend the program 
were more than twice as likely to become career offenders 
with more than 10 arrests and twice as likely to be arrested for 
violent crimes.5

Reduced Special Education 
Placements:  The study also 
found significant reductions 
in children’s placement 
in special education for 
children participating in the 
Perry Preschool Program 
compared to children 
who were left out of the 
program.  The Perry study 
found that participating in 
early education reduced 

children’s placement in special education during the K-12 
years by 43 percent.6

Child-Parent Centers

Chicago’s federally funded Child-Parent Centers (CPC) have 
served over 100,000 3- and 4-year-olds since 1967.  The 
program is a center-based early intervention program that 
provides educational services to economically disadvantaged 
children along with parent coaching.

Reduced Crime:  A study comparing 989 children in CPC to 
550 similar children who were not in the program showed that 
children who did not participate were 70 percent more likely 
to be arrested for a violent crime by age 18.7  Children not 
receiving CPC were also 24 percent more likely to have been 
incarcerated as young adults.8

High-Quality Early Education Programs Reduce 
the Need for Special Education

High/Scope Perry Preschool Program 43 percent reduction in special education placements.

The Chicago Child-Parent Centers 40 percent reduction in special education placements.

The Abecedarian Project 48 percent reduction in special education placements.

Barnett, 1985, Reynolds et al., 2001, Campbell & Ramey, 1995.
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San Diego County K-12 education facts

There are approximately 52,000 o 
special education students enrolled 
in San Diego public schools, 
comprising 11 percent of the total 
student enrollment.14

Over $800 million is spent annually o 
on San Diego schools special 
education programs.15

The San Diego’s annual elementary o 
and secondary education budget is 
$4.2 billion.16

San Diego County early education facts

Only 26 percent of San Diego o 
County 4-year-olds and 15 percent 
of 3-year-olds are served by publicly 
funded preschool and Head Start.17

$83 million was invested in Fiscal o 
Year 2010–2011 in state- and 
federally-funded preschool that 
served San Diego 4-year-olds, plus 
another $53 million for 3-year-olds.18

Reduced Special Education Placements:  CPC also dramatically 
cut special education placements for children who participated 
in the program compared to those not in the program.  
Children participating in the program were 40 percent less 
likely to be placed in special education during the K-12 years.9

 
Additional Studies – Early Education Cuts Special 
Education Placements

Other evaluations add to the evidence that early education 
can help reduce the need for special education and related 
services.

The Abecedarian Project, a long-term study of poor rural 
children in North Carolina who participated in the program 
from infancy through age five, supports these results.  
Participating in this early care and education program reduced 
children’s placement in special education by 48 percent 
compared to children left out of the program.10

A recent evaluation of Pennsylvania’s Pre-K Counts (PKC) 
program showed especially strong positive results for children 
who might otherwise be in special education during their K-12 
years.  Among the major findings:

“At the beginning of Pre-K Counts, 21 percent of •	
children … were classified as developmentally delayed 
and qualifying for early intervention services from the 
county.  At the end of PKC, only 8 percent of children 
were still delayed.”

 “At the start of Pre-K Counts, 21.5 percent of 3-year-•	
old children were at-risk for problematic social and 
self-control behavior [meaning they scored low on 
those measures]; at the end of PKC, only 3.6 percent 
of 3-year-old children were still at-risk.”11

How High-quality Early Education Reduces Special 
Education Placements While Helping All Kids

Early education can reduce children’s need for special 
education services when they arrive at school by reducing 
developmental delays, and by helping children learn social 
skills and self-control that reduce behavior problems.

Reducing behavior problems is important for improving the 
classroom environment so all children can learn.  Most children 
receiving special education services do not grow up to become 
involved in serious crime, just as with children who are not 
in special education.  But whether children have special 
educational needs or not, learning positive social skills and 
becoming more capable students can help all kids do better in 
school and avoid involvement in future crime.

 
Reducing Special Education Costs Yields 
Substantial Savings

Reducing the need for special education services not only 
helps children reach their potential as students, it also produces 
significant cost savings.  National estimates indicate that the 
average per-student cost of special education is nearly twice 
(1.9 times) the cost for general education students.12  In San 
Diego County, the average cost of a special education student 
is more than twice the average cost of a non-special education 
student.13

Children who have special needs should have, and schools are 
legally required to provide, appropriate special educational 
services to meet their needs.  However, providing high-quality 
early education, including preschool, can reduce the need for 
special education later, leading to significant cost savings to 
the California Department of Education and San Diego County 
school district budgets.
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High-quality Early Education is Essential  

Early education programs can provide young children 
essential academic and social skills that are critical for 
later success. At-risk children who attend high-quality 
early education programs are less likely to be held 
back a grade, less likely to need special education, 
less likely to commit crimes, and more likely to 
graduate high school and go on to college.24  The 
research shows that early education programs must 
be of high quality to have a real impact on children, 
especially high-risk children.25

Researchers agree that high-quality early education 
programs share several common characteristics, 
including:

• Highly-skilled teachers with appropriate 
compensation;26

• Comprehensive and age-appropriate curricula;27

• Strong family involvement;28

• Small staff-to-child ratios to ensure each child 
gets sufficient attention;29

• Small, age-appropriate class sizes;30 and

• Screening and referral services for developmental, 
health or behavior problems.31

Programs that incorporate these elements are more 
likely to have positive effects on children that increase 
school success, cut crime and save money. 

These cost savings from early education begin to be realized 
within a child’s first year in the primary school system.  These 
savings accrue as fewer young children enter kindergarten 
in need of special education services, young children with 
developmental delays catch up to their peers, and children 
with behavior problems learn to behave more appropriately 
with their teachers and peers.

Further, the special education cost savings gained from 
reducing the number of children needing special education 
placements could be used by San Diego County schools to 
more effectively serve other children with special needs.

In these tough budget times, the short-term benefits of early 
education are important for their cost savings, in addition to 
their ability to help more children be prepared to succeed in 
school and reduce the need for special education services and 
placements.

 
Saving $160 Million a Year

Based on economist Clive Belfield’s analysis of early 
education’s cost savings to school systems, and based on the 
evidence from rigorous studies of high-quality early education 
that followed children into adulthood, Fight Crime: invest in Kids 
projects that high-quality early education will cut ten percent 
off the costs of special education in the San Diego.  Cutting ten 
percent of the over $800 million dollars spent in San Diego 
County schools’ special education could eventually save up to 
$80 million a year.19

This projected annual savings is based on $80 milllion in 
special education savings alone.  If we also include the 

reductions in grade repetition and the improved learning 
environment that Belfield also identified as school system 
savings, those additional savings would roughly double the 
savings from special education, to total approximately  
$160 million.20

For California and San Diego County schools to achieve these 
savings from reduced school system costs, the combination of 
funding from the federal government, the state, and individual 
families for preschool would eventually need to increase 
substantially to serve all San Diego families who would want it 
for their 4-year-olds.  Fight Crime: invest in Kids projects a total 
investment of $335 million to provide high-quality, full-day 
preschool for 80 percent of San Diego’s 45,000 4-year-olds 
(a standard approximation of voluntary preschool if it were 
offered to all families of 4-year-olds, recognizing that some 
families will not participate).21  In 2010–2011, investment in 
state- and federally funded preschool that served San Diego 
4-year-olds was only $83 million, so additional investments 
would be needed to eventually reach the total projected $335 
million investment in high-quality, full-day preschool that is 
needed to fully serve San Diego’s 4-year-olds.22

Both California and San Diego County schools are likely already 
realizing part of these special education and other school 
system savings, since the state and federal governments are 
already investing in public preschool for thousands of children, 
and thousands more are enrolled in private for-pay programs.23  
While full investment in preschool for all San Diego’s 4-year-
olds is not expected to be achieved in the near future, such 
investments would yield meaningful benefits for San Diego 
citizens: If California, individual families and the federal 
government were to make high-quality preschool available 
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to all families who would want it, California and San Diego’s 
school districts could capture the full cost savings of $160 
million a year from reduced special education costs, reduced 
grade repetition, and an improved learning environment.    

Unfortunately, the opposite is also true: If preschool funding is 
cut, California and San Diego schools will soon have to spend 
more on special education services and other K-12 costs.  The 
basic point is that investing early in young children yields 
important short-term school system savings, in addition to 
longer-term cost savings from reduced crime and other benefits.  

 
School System Savings Contribute To Long-term 
Savings

The Perry Preschool Program cut crime as well as reduced costs 
for special education so much that it saved more than $16 for 
every $1 invested.  The vast majority of the cost savings from 
the Perry Preschool Program come from reductions in crime, 
with smaller portions of this long-term savings generated by 
reduced education and welfare costs.32

 
Early Education Denied to the San Diego’s Kids

Despite the evidence on the benefits of high-quality early 
education, inadequate funding denies thousands of San Diego 
children access to quality early care and education programs.  
Forty states, including California, provide some publicly funded 
voluntary preschool.  The federally funded Head Start program 
for children in poverty serves only half of the eligible children 
nationwide due to inadequate funding.  And the youngest 
children, from birth to age 3, are even more dramatically 
underserved.  For example, Early Head Start serves about three 
percent of eligible infants and toddlers nationally.33

In San Diego County, Head Start and the state-funded 
preschool program together serve approximately 18,500 
children.  However, the data also demonstrate that in San 
Diego, only 26 percent of all 4-year-olds and 15 percent of all 
3-year-olds were served by these publicly funded programs, 
and these percentages are expected to fall in light of substantial 
cuts to state-funded preschool in the state budget enacted in 
March 2011.34

Since most states now provide publicly funded preschool, more 
states are reshaping their “K through 12” public education 
systems, broadening the frame for state and local education 
systems to include preschool.  In this way, states are creating 
“pre-k through 12” education systems.

California has been part of this trend, through the State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction’s establishment of a 
P-16 Council in 2005.  The P-16 Council examined ways to 
improve student achievement at all levels and link preschool, 

elementary, middle, high school, and higher education to 
create a comprehensive, integrated system of student learning.  
California has also enacted legislation to link preschool to the 
educational data system.

State early education investments must be continued, and 
any effective education improvement effort must be built 
on the foundation of highest-quality early education.  These 
improvement efforts begin with the reauthorization of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  That is why 
law enforcement leaders are calling on the San Diego’s federal 
policymakers to support provisions in ESEA reauthorization 
that encourage states to shift away from the traditional K-12 
approach towards a system that incorporates early learning into 
the educational structure so kids are ready to learn when they 
enter kindergarten.  This includes the enactment of the Early 
Learning Challenge Fund; including early learning teachers 
in professional development provisions; changing funding 
formulas to include children ages 3 and 4; providing incentives 
to states to increase resources devoting to creating and 
improving early care and education programs; and including 
high quality early care and education as part of School 
Improvement Plans to turn around low-performing schools. 

 
 

Conclusion
San Diego County’s law enforcement leaders have been voicing 
their support for high-quality early education for years because 
of its proven impact on reducing later crime.  In today’s lean 
budget times, lawmakers now face tough decisions about 
which programs should receive public funding.  Research has 
demonstrated long-term cost savings from early education, 
saving as much as $16 for every $1 invested.  The research also 
shows that, even before those long-term cost savings occur, 
high-quality early childhood programs can produce significant 
cost savings for California and San Diego schools’ education 
budgets, by reducing special education costs by ten percent.  
Cutting crime and reducing the need for special education 
services makes high-quality preschool a wise investment for  
San Diego.

The law enforcement leaders of Fight Crime: invest in Kids 
California call on state policymakers to continue their 
investments in early education, and call on San Diego’s 
Congressional delegation to consider important reforms 
and investments that will help reduce crime and make our 
communities safer.  Fight Crime: invest in Kids California is asking 
policymakers to support provisions in the federal Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) reauthorization that 
encourage states to transition from “K through 12” towards a 
system that incorporates early learning into the educational 
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structure.  Reforming our nation’s education laws will improve 
educational outcomes, as well as help reduce later crime.

Law enforcement leaders are convinced that high-quality early 
education is a wise investment for San Diego that will save 
money and make our communities safer.
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