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Pre-K Is Good For Kids and For Texas:

Short-term Savings from Pre-K Estimated at
Nearly $142 Million Annually

In addition to the educational and developmental benefits for kids, the benefits of Texas pre-K
also add up to short-term savings for schools. Recent analyses of data from the Texas Education
Agency (TEA) show that economically disadvantaged children who attended a Texas public
prekindergarten program (Texas pre-K) are less likely to be retained or participate in special
education programs in first, second, or third grades. Thanks to Texas pre-K, in the 2013-2014
school year, Texas spent $127 million less on special education programs and nearly $15 million
less because fewer kids were retained. Add these savings to the mounting evidence that children
who attend high quality prekindergarten programs have better academic outcomes, are less
likely to drop out of high school, and are less likely to use public services compared to children
who do not attend prekindergarten, and Texas pre-K is a program that has a substantial return
on investment for Texas kids and the state.

Prekindergarten Has Big Short-term and Long-term Cost Savings

A wealth of evidence shows that early education interventions, including high-quality prekindergarten
programs, produce positive impacts for children in the short- and long-term and that there are big cost
savings associated with the long-term outcomes.'? The lag between intervention and payoff, however, is
often considered too long for most policymakers. CFRP’s analysis of data from the Texas Education Agency
(TEA) shows that cost savings from Texas pre-K accumulate immediately and lead to substantial savings
for Texas schools.

Two of the most widely-cited early intervention programs with high cost savings—the Perry Preschool
program and the Abecedarian program—were associated with long-term impacts ranging from reduced
rates of teen parenthood, higher employment rates and earnings, and lower arrest rates. Evidence shows
that prekindergarten programs are also associated with important short-term cognitive and social
outcomes that emerge in elementary school and include reduced rates of grade retention and lower
participation in special education programs.® These short-term outcomes set children on more positive
academic trajectories and they also lead to substantial cost savings.*
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Short-term Benefits of Texas Pre-K for Kids

Texas public pre-K is a free, voluntary, but targeted program for three- and four-year-old children who
meet at least one indicator of risk for school failure.> Texas pre-K has already been shown to produce
significant, positive benefits for children. Two studies show that economically disadvantaged children who
attended Texas pre-K were significantly less likely to be retained by third grade or be assigned to a special
education program.®’ In a 2012 study conducted by the Ray Marshall Center at the University of Texas at
Austin, among children eligible for Texas pre-K, children who attended were 23 percent less likely to be
retained by the third grade.® In another 2012, study published by the National Bureau of Economic
Research, the odds of being retained in either first, second, or third grade were 24 percent lower for Texas
pre-K attendees and the odds of being assigned to a special education program were 13 percent lower for
Texas pre-K attendees.®

What Does Texas Pre-K Save Texas?

How much do these short-term benefits save Texas? Using recent Texas Education Agency (TEA) education
and finance data from the 2013-2014 school year, ¥ CFRP compared rates of retention and special
education services among economically disadvantaged (ED) first, second, and third graders who either
attended Texas pre-K or did not, and examined the associated cost savings.!*? In the 2013-2014 school
year, 762,202 children in grades one, two, and three were economically disadvantaged, which represents
nearly two-thirds (63.8%) of students enrolled in these grades.’® Over 64 percent of these economically
disadvantaged students attended Texas pre-K.**

Grade Retention

Descriptive analysis of TEA grade retention data shows that economically disadvantaged children who
attended Texas pre-K were less likely to be retained in first, second, and third grade compared to
economically disadvantaged children who did not attend Texas pre-K.'® Economically disadvantaged first
graders were 13 percent less likely to be repeating the grade level if they went to Texas pre-K; second graders
were 8 percent less likely to be repeating the second grade; and third graders were 1.4 percent less likely to
be repeating the grade (see Table 1). The average cost to educate a child in Texas is $7,691 annually.'®
Therefore, by retaining nearly 2,000 fewer students, Texas schools saved nearly $15 million in 2013-2014.

Table 1: Texas pre-K associated with reduced rates of retention and big cost savings
Percent fewer grade Number of ED
retentions among children Texas pre-K

Dollars saved

ED* children who may have prevented
attended Texas pre-K  from being retained

Grade 1 12.8% 1,341 $10,313,743
Grade 2 8.2% 526 $4,046,409 $14,800,221
Grade 3 1.4% 57 $440,068

Note. Per-pupil spending = $7,691; *ED = economically disadvantaged
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Special Education Programs

Economically disadvantaged children who attended Texas pre-K were also less likely to be assigned to
special education (SPED) programs in first, second, and third grades, compared to economically
disadvantaged children who did not attend Texas pre-K (see Table 2). Economically disadvantaged first
graders were 27 percent less likely to be assigned to a SPED program if they attended Texas pre-K; second
graders were 31 percent less likely; and third graders were 30.5 percent less likely to be assigned to a
SPED program. Each year, Texas spends an average of $9,027'” more per special education student than
per student who is not in a SPED program. After attending Texas pre-K, 14,000 fewer economically
disadvantaged students required special education services before grade three, leading to a short-term
annual cost savings of more than $127 million.

Table 2: Texas pre-K associated with reduced rates of SPED and big cost savings
Percent fewer
children in SPED
among ED*

Number of ED

children Texas
pre-K may have | Dollars saved
prevented from

children who
attended Texas

ore-K being in SPED
Gride 27.1% 4,011 $36,204,620
Grgde 30.9% 4,989 $45,032,495 $127,182,505
Grgde 30.5% 5,090 $45,945,389

Note. Per-pupil spending on SPED= $9,027; *ED = economically disadvantaged

Texas Pre-K Prepares Kids and Saves Money

Economically disadvantaged children are at a higher risk for negative life outcomes (e.g., lower levels of
school achievement, and lower rates of high school graduation, earnings, and employment during
adulthood).'®192% |n the face of these risks, economically disadvantaged children who attend Texas pre-K
are better prepared for school than their peers who do not, lowering their risk for negative life outcomes.
These analyses show that in addition to being good policy for at-risk children, it is smart policy for the
state. Texas pre-K saves the state upwards of $142 million in annual short-term cost savings related to
lower rates of grade retention and assignment to special education programs during the early
elementary school years. These estimates likely underestimate the full savings associated with Texas pre-
K annually because they focus only on economically disadvantaged children, which is only one of the high-
risk populations targeted by Texas pre-K, and they are limited to only two outcomes and grades 1 through
3. With greater investment in high-quality Texas pre-K, the savings to the state will continue to mount and
our children will be on a more solid path to success.
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Data for Calculations

Grade Retention

April 2015

Attended Did Not Attend Percentage Percent Fewer
Texas pre-K Texas pre-K Point Reduction  Children Retained

Special Education Programs

Attended Did Not Attend Percentage Percent Fewer
Texas Pre-K Texas pre-K Point Reduction Children in SPED
Grade Total 172,511 91,244
’ ’ -2.39 27.19
1 % SPED 6.3% 8.6% % %
Grade Total 163,187 89,230
-3.19 30.99
2 % SPED 6.8% 9.9% % %
Total 153,102 92,928
Grade -3.3% 30.5%
3 % SPED 7.6% 10.9%
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