POLICY BRIEF
No. 4 | September 3, 2020

Unequal Impact: COVID-19 and
Early Childhood Education
By Elise Chor
Department of Political Science, Temple University

Recognition has grown over time among
researchers, policymakers, practitioners, and
parents that stimulating early experiences during
the first five years of life, including those in
educational settings, are important for children’s
positive development. High-quality early childhood
education (ECE) is very effective at promoting
foundational skills, setting children on a positive
developmental trajectory (Campbell et al., 2012;
Reynolds, Ou, & Temple, 2018; Schweinhart et
al., 2005), particularly for children from lowincome families and racial minorities (Magnuson &
Waldfogel, 2005; Cascio, 2019).

Highlights
• Educational experiences in
the first five years of life are
foundational, and high-quality early
childhood education is particularly
beneficial to low-income children,
Black children, and other children of
color.
• COVID-19 created a significant
disruption in children’s early
childhood education experiences
which will likely have long-lasting
ramifications for disadvantaged
children.

When the COVID-19 pandemic emerged in the
United States in early 2020, children of all ages
were suddenly removed from their usual care and
school settings, including young children in ECE
programs. It will take years to understand the
full ramifications of this disruption for children,
but COVID-19 and the loss of ECE will likely hit
children from low-income and minority families
the hardest. As the country reopens, these same
children will likely also face the greatest risks.
Investment in ECE presents a unique opportunity
to buffer vulnerable children against these risks.

• Policy responses have likely
exacerbated the unequal impacts of
COVID-19 for children.
• Policymakers should support highquality early childhood education
programs for disadvantaged children
with broader programming to
address the needs of their families
and neighborhoods to mitigate the
negative effects of COVID-19.

The Importance of Early Childhood
Education
Child development is a hierarchical process
whereby higher-level skills build on more basic,
foundational skills, or “skills beget skills” (Knudsen
et al. 2006; Cunha & Heckman, 2007). Early
language, literacy, mathematics, and executive

1

Public Policy Lab | cla.temple.edu/ppl

functioning skills are associated with later academic
achievement, just as young children’s socioemotional
skills are predictive of later well-being (Duncan et al.,
2006; Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015). Moreover,
many sensitive periods in human development, when
the brain is most malleable and the opportunity for
growth is greatest, occur during early childhood
(Knudsen et al. 2006). High-quality early education
programs apply an understanding of developmental
science to school programming, thereby promoting
large gains in children’s cognitive and socioemotional
development.

educational enrichment activities. By comparison,
higher-income families have greater access to the
resources needed to promote their young children’s
skill development (Becker, 1991; Davis-Kean, 2005;
Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Kalil,
Ryan, & Corey, 2012; Mayer 1997). Accordingly,
dramatic gaps in academic skills by family income
emerge prior to kindergarten, with economically
advantaged children outpacing their less advantaged
peers in language, literacy, and mathematics at
kindergarten entry (Reardon, 2011). When children
are placed in ECE settings then, the difference
between learning resources in the home and at school
is greatest for children from low-income families,
allowing them to make larger gains even when
attending the same ECE programs as children from
higher-income households (Cascio, 2019).

In accordance with the increased recognition of the
importance of early experiences, there has been a
greater emphasis in recent decades on enrollment
in ECE programs in the United States. Participation
in formal, educational care among young children
has become increasingly common over time, with
more than half of preschool-aged, three- to five-yearold children (53%) attending preschool in 2017.
Moreover, the intensity of children’s exposure to
ECE programming has become an increasing focus,
with full-day preschool enrollment of three to fiveyear-olds rising from 21% in 1994 to 30% in 2017
(Child Trends Databank, 2019). Simply having a
high dosage of exposure to early childhood education
is not sufficient though; quality matters in ECE as
in all schooling. ECE quality is generally measured
along two domains: structural and process quality.
Features of structural quality in ECE, including
class size, student-teacher ratios, and meeting safety
requirements, allow children to safely participate
in ECE, while process features related to studentteacher relationships are most predictive of children’s
developmental gains (Burchinal et al., 2011;
Mashburn et al., 2008; Minervino & Pianta, 2013;
Pianta, Downer, & Hamre, 2016).

Skill gaps in language, literacy, and mathematics
assessments (e.g., Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test, Woodcock Johnson Tests of Achievement) are
observed at kindergarten entry not only by household
income, but also by child race, with white and Asian
American children traditionally outperforming Black
and Hispanic children. Income and race are highly
correlated, such that a large proportion of the racial
disparity in test scores can be explained by household
income (Duncan and Magnuson, 2005). Moreover,
systemic racism also greatly limits socioeconomic
mobility. Black Americans in particular have
lower rates of upward mobility and higher rates of
downward mobility compared to whites (Chetty et al.,
Forthcoming). The K-12 schools that children of color
attend are systemically under-resourced and of lower
quality than those white children attend (DarlingHammond, 1998). Consequently, high-quality early
education experiences can be particularly important
for Black children and other children of color, for
whom ECE programs generate the largest gains
(Magnuson & Waldfogel, 2005).

The Importance of Enriching Early
Experiences for Low-Income and Minority
Children

Existing Inequities in the Early Childhood
Education System

High-quality ECE programs are particularly effective
for relatively disadvantaged children from lowincome households. As a result of limited household
resources and associated stress and instability, the
home environment may offer fewer opportunities for

The children of higher-income parents attend ECE
programs in substantial and growing numbers. Public
childcare and education programs like childcare
subsidies, the federal Head Start program, and state
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universal prekindergarten have increased access for
low-income (as well as minority) children. However,
children from higher-income families with incomes
of $75,000 or greater are still more likely to attend
preschool (60% in 2017) than those from lowerincome families with incomes below $50,000 (45%
in 2017). Low-income families often must devote a
large proportion of household income (more than
one-third) to care and education, making take-up of
even public programs challenging for many families
(Malik, 2019).

The negative consequences of COVID-19 itself,
as well as policy responses to the pandemic, have
likely fallen disproportionately on low-income and
minority children, exacerbating existing inequities.
Low-income and minority families experience
disproportionate rates of infection, hospitalization,
and death from COVID-19 (Ford, Reber, & Reeves,
2020); are more likely to suffer from pre-existing
conditions which further increase the risk of severe
illness and fatality from COVID-19 (Kawachi, Daniels,
& Robinson, 2005); and are less likely to have
comprehensive health insurance and access to quality
healthcare (Young, 2020). Children from low-income
families and minority children are left to bear the
burden of these inequities.

Race and ethnic differences in ECE attendance are
less straightforward. Black children attend preschool
at the same rates as white children (56% in 2017),
while Hispanic children attend at lower rates (46%;
Child Trends Databank, 2019).

Policy responses to COVID-19 are particularly
problematic for low-income and minority children.
Childcare and school closures have interrupted
receipt of school meals, which are essential for
relatively disadvantaged children, who rely on them
for basic nutrition. While malnutrition is a concern
on one hand for these children, so, too, is increased
risk of obesity, as families are forced to substitute
lower-quality food for school meals (Rundle et al.,
2020). Just as low-income and minority children
receive larger benefits from high-quality care and
education, childcare and school shutdowns have likely
had the most detrimental effects for these children.
For example, children’s academic skills are negatively
impacted by the so-called “summer slide” when
school does not meet during the summer. COVID-19
closures could create similar effects, which likely
affect low-income and minority children the most
(Kuhfield & Tarawasa, 2020).

Most families have access to some type of
ECE programming. However, in spite of ECE’s
disproportionate importance for low-income and
minority children, they have traditionally had
limited access to high-quality programs. Compared to
higher-income and white children, low-income and
minority children, on average, attend ECE programs
with similar levels of structural quality (e.g., studentteacher ratios) but lower levels of crucial process
quality (e.g., student-teacher relationships), limiting
program effectiveness (Magnuson & Waldfogel,
2005).

The Unequal Effects of COVID-19 State
Shutdowns
Low-income and minority children entered 2020
at a disadvantage in terms of economic resources,
educational opportunities, and developmental
outcomes like language, literacy, and mathematics
skills. This disadvantage was likely severely
compounded by the emergence of COVID-19 and
the associated social and economic shutdown.
Low-income and minority children are particularly
vulnerable to the risks associated with systemic
shocks like COVID-19. For example, children take on
nearly 90% of the negative effects of global climate
change on disease, with a disproportionate burden
borne by disadvantaged children (Golden, 2006;
Philipsborn & Chan, 2018).

Inequality as States Reopen
As states move to reopen their economies, children
from low-income and minority families are also likely
to bear a disproportionate burden of the associated
costs. While high-earners and white workers may
be able to work remotely from home, lower-wage
earners and minorities will be forced to risk exposure
to COVID-19 on the job, with negative consequences
for their children (Rho, Brown, & Fremstad, 2020).
Reduced state finances may lead to austerity measures
and cuts in essential public assistance programs
like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
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