
The High/Scope Perry Pre school Study
and the Man Who Be gan It

The in for ma tion in this ar ti cle was adapted from sev eral sources, in clud ing How High/Scope Grew: A Memoir;
 Life time Ef fects; The High/Scope Perry Pre school Study Through Age 40; and 

a Nov. 18, 2004, au dio news brief ing spon sored by High/Scope

Most re search ers don’t wake up and say, “To -
day I’ll be gin that 40-year study I’ve been

think ing about!” Nei ther did Da vid Weikart. But al -
though he did n’t con sciously plan to con duct a
long-term study of  the ef fects of  a high-quality pre -
school pro gram on chil dren liv ing in pov erty, that is
what hap pened. What be gan as a small-scale pro ject
turned into one of  the most in flu en tial and
well-regarded re search stud ies and ed u ca tional mod els
in the world of  early child hood. With the re cent re lease 
of  the age-40 re sults of  this study and the mark ing of
the first an ni ver sary of  Weikart’s death, we want to
share the story that put Weikart and the High/Scope
Cur ric u lum on the map—the story of  the High/Scope 
Perry Pre school study.

The Seeds of  the Perry Pre school Study
Through out his long pro fes sional ca reer, Da vid
Weikart was in ter ested in chang ing the prac tice of  ed u -
ca tion to en able chil dren and youth—es pe cially those
who were eco nom i cally dis ad van taged—to at tain
greater per sonal, so cial, and eco nomic suc cess. As
school psy chol o gist and di rec tor of spe cial ser vices in
the Ypsilanti (Mich i gan) School Dis trict in the 1950s,
Weikart was frus trated with the lack of  op tions for fail -
ing stu dents and the pre vail ing at ti tude among school
of fi cials that chil dren from im pov er ished back grounds
were, well, be yond help ac a dem i cally. “I was told that
ev ery thing pos si ble was al ready be ing done; the test
scores just rep re sented the way chil dren were,” he said. 
“What could you ex pect? Their abil ity was what they
were born with.”

With his idea for re form of the el e men tary school 
cur ric u lum thus dis missed, Weikart and a hand ful of
other re form-minded in di vid u als in the school dis trict
came up with a plan for in ter ven tion at the pre school
level. It seemed a prom is ing way to help chil dren dis ad -
van taged by pov erty im prove their in tel lec tual and ac a -
demic ca pa bil i ties and start their for mal school ing on a 

par with other chil dren. In ad di tion, such a plan posed
no threat to ex ist ing pro grams be cause it re quired no
changes in the schools as a whole, there were funds
avail able for it, and—per haps most im por tantly—in
this small team of re form ers was a prin ci pal ea ger to
al low his build ing to be used for this in ter ven tion.

How ever, ex perts in the field star tled the team by
ad vis ing that such a pro gram might ac tu ally harm the
chil dren they were try ing to help. “It seemed un eth i cal
to just dis re gard their opin ion and con tinue with our
plans,” Weikart said. “Af ter sev eral weeks of  dis cus -
sion, we de cided that the ad vi sors had asked, but not
an swered, a le git i mate ques tion: Does pre school
work?” With this chal leng ing ques tion to be an swered,
the High/Scope Perry Pre school study was born.

The Perry Study Be gins
The study of fi cially be gan in Oc to ber 1962. From then 
un til the spring of  1967, it was a ser vice pro ject be ing
eval u ated. A to tal of 123 low-income Af ri can Amer i -
can chil dren, con sid ered at high risk of school fail ure,
were ran domly as signed to ei ther the pro gram group
(58 chil dren) or the no-program group (65 chil dren).
The chil dren as signed to the pro gram group at tended
the Perry pre school class three hours a day, five days a
week, dur ing the reg u lar school year for two years and
had a 90-minute home visit by the same teacher each
week. The chil dren in the no-program group re mained 
in the com mu nity, at home with their par ents, with out
classes and home vis its. From ages 3–11, both groups’
prog ress was as sessed each year. As sess ment oc curred
again at ages 14–15, 19, 27, and fi nally, 40.

The re sults were be yond what any one ini tially ex -
pected.

Early Find ings
Be fore the chil dren en tered kin der gar ten, there was an
ex traor di nary in crease in pro gram chil dren’s per for -
mance on in tel li gence tests. They had an av er age gain
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of 15 IQ points, mov ing them out of the range of mild 
im pair ment and into the nor mal range of in tel lec tual
per for mance. The team was thrilled with these re sults
and felt vin di cated in the be lief that they could pro vide 
an ef fec tive in ter ven tion in the lives of poor chil dren at 
risk of school fail ure. These chil dren could now come
to the un com pro mis ing el e men tary schools better able
to en gage in tra di tional ed u ca tion. “We could n’t
change the schools, but we could help chil dren be
better pre pared,” Weikart said.

A wor ri some prob lem emerged, how ever, as
Weikart and his col leagues con tin ued their yearly fol -
low-up as sess ment. In the early el e men tary grades the
pro gram group’s mea sured level of  in tel lec tual per for -
mance was not very dif fer ent from that of  the
no-program group. This el e men tary school find ing,
which had also been found in some stud ies of Head
Start pro grams, put a damper on the team’s en thu si -
asm. How ever, by third grade things ap peared to
change again. While the mea sured IQ of  the pro gram
group drifted down to the level of  the no-program
group, the pro gram group sig nif i cantly out-performed
the no-program group in achieve ment test scores and
some teacher rat ings of  class room be hav ior. While
crit ics pointed to the wash out of  IQ gains, the re form -
ers pointed to the achieve ment gains and lower spe cial
ed u ca tion en roll ment fig ures for pro gram chil dren. “I
de clared a vic tory,” said Weikart.

But the most dra matic, long-term, real-life pro -
gram ef fects were yet to be seen.

Ad o les cent and Early Adult Years
Not only did the pro gram group con tinue to out per -
form the no-program group on achieve ment tests at
age 14, the ef fect was ac tu ally stron ger than it had been 
sev eral years ear lier. Through out the ad o les cent years,
the pro gram group showed stron ger com mit ment to
school than the no-program group, and more of  the
pro gram group grad u ated from high school—par tic u -
larly fe males, a re mark able 84 per cent ver sus 32 per -
cent. In ad di tion, pro gram fe males were less likely than 
no-program fe males to re peat a grade or be as signed to 
spe cial ed u ca tion classes. The find ing of  a pre -
school-program ef fect on the high school grad u a tion
rate is im por tant, be cause grad u a tion is a gate way to
other pos i tive ben e fits. Jeanne Montie, High/Scope se -
nior re search as so ci ate and co au thor of  the study,
would later say, “The pre school pro gram’s long-term
ef fects were due to its shorter-term ef fects on chil -
dren’s ed u ca tional com mit ment and suc cess.”

At age 27, more vari ables were in cluded that of -
fered a glimpse of  how par tic i pants’ life paths were af -
fect ing not only them selves but also a new gen er a tion.
For in stance, 40 per cent of women in the pro gram
group were mar ried at the time of  the age-27 in ter -
view, com pared with only 8 per cent of  those in the
no-program group; and 57 per cent of  women in the
pro gram group were sin gle par ents, com pared with 83
per cent of  those in the no-program group. 

The ef fects of  the pre school pro gram on par tic i -
pants were ex tend ing into the pub lic in gen eral as well.
Con sider crime rates among the two groups: Pro gram
par tic i pants at age 27 av er aged sig nif i cantly fewer ar -
rests than no-program group mem bers. By age 27,
only 7 per cent of  adults who had par tic i pated in the
Perry Pre school pro gram had been ar rested five or
more times, com pared with 35 per cent of  those in the
no-program group. Also, the pro gram group earned
more money than the no-program group and were
more likely to own their own homes. Through age 27,
fewer had re ceived wel fare as sis tance or other so cial
ser vices at some time. Re lent less data col lec tion keep
over all data loss to only 6 per cent—mak ing the re sults
even more im pres sive.

Age-40 Phase
Would the find ings of  early adult hood hold through
midlife? The age-40 phase was un der taken to an swer
this. With a con tin ued low at tri tion rate, the study did
in fact find re sults con sis tent with those from prior
phases. Pro gram par tic i pants con tin ued to en joy more
eco nomic suc cess than nonparticipants; in fact, the
earn ings dif fer ence be tween the two groups was
greater at age 40. More of  the pro gram group were
em ployed (76 per cent vs. 62 per cent), and they had a
higher me dian an nual in come ($20,800 vs. $15,300).
Homes, cars, sav ings ac counts—all were owned by
more of  the pro gram group than the no-program
group. No bel-Prize-winning Uni ver sity of Chi cago
econ o mist James J. Heckman, a study re viewer, said,
“More than 35 years af ter they re ceived an en riched
pre school pro gram, the Perry Pre school par tic i pants
achieve much greater suc cess in so cial and eco nomic
life than their coun ter parts” who did not par tic i pate in
pre school. (See ta ble on fac ing page.)

An other trend that con tin ued from ear lier phases
of  the study was a re duc tion in crime among pro gram
par tic i pants. The pro gram group had sig nif i cantly
fewer life time ar rests than the no-program group, in -
clud ing ar rests for vi o lent crimes, prop erty crimes, and
drug crimes. In ad di tion, pre school par tic i pants were
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sen tenced to fewer months in prison or jail than those
who did not at tend pre school. Thus, the pro gram
group not only had a greater qual ity of life but also
saved tax pay ers money. “This study proves that inve
sting in high-quality prekindergarten can make ev ery
fam ily in Amer ica safer from crime and vi o lence,” 
said San ford Newman, pres i dent of Fight Crime: In -
vest in Kids. “To win the war on crime, we need to be
as will ing to guar an tee our kids space in a
prekindergarten pro gram as we are to guar an tee a 
crim i nal a prison cell.”

In ad di tion to is sues of  eco nomic per for mance
and in volve ment in crime, re search ers asked two ma jor
new ques tions in this phase: What are the par tic i pants’
health is sues? Are per sonal suc cess and so cial sta bil ity
be ing passed on to a new gen er a tion? With re gard to
health, fewer pro gram males re ported abus ing drugs,
mar i juana, or her oin, and fewer mem bers over all of
the pro gram group re ported health prob lems for ages
26 to 40 that stopped them from work ing for at least
one week.

Ef fects on the chil dren of  study par tic i pants were
not as clear. Al though more of  the pro gram group said 
they were get ting along very well with their fam ily and
more pro gram males at age 40 raised their own chil -
dren (57 per cent vs. 30 per cent), pro gram males’ chil -
dren did not dif fer very much from the chil dren of
no-program males in ed u ca tion, em ploy ment, ar rests,
or wel fare sta tus.

“These re sults are dra matic,” said Law rence
Schweinhart, pres i dent of  High/Scope Foun da tion and 
co au thor of the Perry study. “In the ar eas of  crime and 
earn ings, par tic u larly, we found even stron ger ef fects
of  the pre school pro gram at age 40 than at age 27.”

Cost-Benefit Anal y sis
So the Perry Pre school study dem on strated that a
high-quality pre school ed u ca tion helped chil dren better 
them selves in tel lec tu ally, so cially, and eco nom i cally.
Were there any eco nomic ben e fits to tax pay ers that
might con vince the pub lic of  the value of  such ed u ca -
tion and in flu ence policymakers who had power over
pre school fund ing? There were. At age 27, a
cost-benefit anal y sis showed that for ev ery dol lar spent 
on pre school, the pub lic saved $7.16 in tax dol lars.

By age 40, the pub lic sav ings had in creased to
$12.90 (in year 2000 dol lars, dis counted at 3 per cent).
Most of  this re turn came from sav ings due to pro gram 
males com mit ting fewer crimes; the rest came from ed -
u ca tion and wel fare sav ings and in creased taxes from
higher earn ings. Male pro gram par tic i pants cost the

pub lic 41% less in crime costs per per son than they
would have oth er wise, and they earned 14% more 
per per son than they would have oth er wise. Matt
Hennessee, pres i dent of Quiktrak, Inc., and chair of
the High/Scope board of di rec tors, re marked, “The
eco nomic re turn on in vest ment is one of the best 
ever found for pub lic in vest ment or re spon si ble 
pri vate in vest ment. Where else can you get [this kind
of] re turn?”

The Fu ture: What Im pact Will the Perry
Find ings Have?
The High/Scope Perry Pre school study is a land mark
study that re de fines the im por tance of  early child hood
ed u ca tion in hu man lives and eco nom ics. It is the first
study to find pre school pro gram ef fects on ed u ca tional 
place ments, mid dle school achieve ment test scores,
high school grad u a tion rates, crime, earn ings, and em -
ploy ment and the first to es tab lish a large fi nan cial re -
turn on in vest ment. As of  now, it is the only study that 
has looked at the ef fects of an early child hood pro -
gram through age 40.

The lat est find ings con firm that the ben e fits of
high-quality pre school ed u ca tion ex tend not only to
young adults but also to adults in midlife—these are
life time ef fects. High-quality early care and ed u ca tion
pro grams not only raise high school grad u a tion rates
and test scores, de cades later they lead to higher 
in comes and lower crime rates. More over, the re turn to 
the pub lic on its ini tial in vest ment in such 
pro grams is not only sub stan tial but larger than 
pre vi ously es ti mated.

The Perry pro ject serves as a sym bol of what gov -
ern ment can achieve. “This study also of fers a chal -
lenge, a kind of  pol icy gaunt let, for de ci sion mak ers at
lo cal, state, and na tional lev els” said Schweinhart. “We
need a good, solid na tional pol icy that in volves fed eral
and state gov ern ment in dif fer ent ways ac cord ing to
what they can do best. It’s time we get se ri ous about
fund ing high-quality early care and ed u ca tion for ev ery
child in Amer ica.”

Find ings from this study and oth ers have mo ti -
vated policymakers to in vest more in pre school pro -
grams, but these pro grams have sel dom met stan dards
of  rea son able sim i lar ity to the Perry pro gram. What
are some of these stan dards? Ac cord ing to
Schweinhart, they in clude “teach ers who help chil dren
plan, do, and re view self-chosen ed u ca tional ac tiv i ties.
Teachers who have bach e lors’ de grees and cer tif i ca tion 
in ed u ca tion. No more than eight chil dren per teach ing 
adult. Teachers who work closely with fam i lies, vis it ing 
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with them at least ev ery month to dis cuss chil dren’s
de vel op ment. Children who are en cour aged to solve
prob lems and make their own choices.” The Perry
find ings can be ex pected of any Head Start, state pre -
school, or child care pro gram that has these fea tures.
“Given the ex traor di nary, life time ef fects of such pro -
grams, we owe it to all young chil dren liv ing in
low-income fam i lies to pro vide ac cess to these pro -
grams,” Schweinhart said. 

As much as these find ings sup port the great value
of  high-quality pre school pro grams in break ing the cy -
cle of  pov erty, how ever, such pro grams are only part
of  the so lu tion. “The re port does n’t say you are go ing
to end crime,” said Hennessee. “It does n’t say you are
go ing to have zero peo ple on pub lic as sis tance, but it
cer tainly does say rather clearly that you will have fewer 
peo ple in the pres ent crim i nal jus tice sys tem, fewer
peo ple on pub lic as sis tance.” If  we truly want to im -
prove the life chances of  our need i est chil dren,

high-quality pre school ed u ca tion needs to be part of a
mul ti fac eted ef fort to solve our so cial prob lems. Af -
ford able hous ing, ready ac cess to health care, ef fec tive
job-training pro grams, re duced in sti tu tional rac ism,
and im proved ed u ca tional op por tu ni ties at all lev els are 
also es sen tial.

The land mark High/Scope Perry Pre school study
stands as a tes ta ment to Da vid Weikart’s—and many
oth ers’—vi sion, te nac ity, and be lief that we can make a 
dif fer ence in the lives of  chil dren. The study through
age 40 has ended, but it is up to all of  us to make sure
that its ef fects will reach far into the fu ture.

The lat est re sults of the Perry Pre school study are chron i cled
in Life time Ef fects: The High/Scope Perry Pre school Study
Through Age 40, avail able from High/Scope Press. See also
Da vid Weikart’s mem oir of High/Scope Foun da tion, How
High/Scope Grew. For de tails on or der ing these books, please
check our Web site: www.highscope.org/wel come.asp. A
down load able PowerPoint pre sen ta tion on the Perry study is
avail able at www.highscope.org/PerryProject/perrymain.htm. 
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FAQs About the Perry Pre school Study
Be cause the long-term High/Scope Perry Pre school study is well known and re spected and has in spired pub lic in vest -
ment in early child hood pro grams, it has at tracted many ques tions that de serve thought ful an swers. Here are some
ques tions com monly asked.

Does the ev i dence of  the ef fec tive ness of  the High/Scope ed u ca tional model come only from pro grams run
de cades ago?
No. The Head Start FACES study (Zill et al., 2003) found that 4-year-olds in Head Start classes that used the
High/Scope ap proach im proved in let ter and word iden ti fi ca tion skills and co op er a tive class room be hav ior and de -
creased their be hav ior prob lems. In the High/Scope Training for Qual ity study (Ep stein, 1993), High/Scope class rooms 
were rated sig nif i cantly better than com par i son class rooms in terms of class room en vi ron ment, daily rou tine,
adult-child in ter ac tion, and over all pro gram im ple men ta tion. Children in High/Scope pro grams sig nif i cantly out per -
formed chil dren in com par i son pro grams in ini tia tive, so cial re la tions, mu sic and move ment, and over all child de vel op -
ment.

Did the High/Scope Perry Pre school pro gram achieve a level of  qual ity that can not be du pli cated in or di nary 
pre school pro grams?
The high level of  qual ity in the Perry pro gram is gen er ally per ceived to be due to two fac tors: well-qualified teach ers
who were paid pub lic school sal a ries, and the char is matic lead er ship of Da vid Weikart. Though it is true that many pre -
school pro grams have dif fi culty at tract ing higher qual ity per son nel due to low wages, more and more pro grams are hir -
ing teach ers at pub lic school sal a ries. This trend should lead to more qual i fied teach ers in the field, who are able to
pro vide a high-quality ed u ca tional ex pe ri ence sim i lar to that of the Perry pro gram.

Sec ond, any ded i cated pre school pro gram di rec tor can ex er cise sim i lar lead er ship to Weikart’s by in sist ing on pro -
gram qual ity, fi del ity to a val i dated ed u ca tional model, and pro vid ing staff with all the re sources and en cour age ment
needed, in clud ing ad e quate sal a ries.

Was the sam ple size too small to gen er ate sci en tific con fi dence in the find ings?
Sta tis ti cal sig nif i cance test ing takes sam ple size into ac count. To achieve sta tis ti cal sig nif i cance, group dif fer ences must
be come larger in mag ni tude as sam ple sizes be come smaller. If the High/Scope Perry Pre school study sam ple were
truly too small, none of  its find ings would have achieved sta tis ti cal sig nif i cance.

Al though the pro gram had a strong ef fect on chil dren’s in tel lec tual per for mance, did n’t it fade out over time?
It is true that the Perry pro gram had a sta tis ti cally sig nif i cant ef fect on chil dren’s IQs dur ing and up to a year af ter the
pro gram, but not af ter that. Be cause the in tel li gence tests in this study were used to as sess pre school pro gram out -
comes, they func tioned more like achieve ment tests than in tel li gence tests. Imag ine if  achieve ment tests for grades 4–8
were all com bined into one multiage test of  achieve ment—it would not  be sur pris ing if  a re ally good grade-4 class -
room im proved chil dren’s achieve ment test scores on this test at grades 4 and 5 lev els but not at grades 6, 7, and 8 lev -
els. This is what hap pened with the tem po rary ef fects of  high-quality pre school pro grams on chil dren’s in tel lec tual
per for mance in the Perry study. Children with pre school pro gram ex pe ri ence got more items right on age-specific bat -
ter ies at their age level but did not get more right on age-specific bat ter ies de signed for older chil dren. We might say
that their in tel lec tual per for mance was en vi ron men tally sen si tive—it went up in in tel lec tu ally stim u lat ing pre school set -
tings and down in less stim u lat ing el e men tary school set tings. How ever, all of  the sub se quent find ings of pro gram ef -
fects in the Perry study and oth ers—school achieve ment, high school grad u a tion, adult earn ings, crime
pre ven tion—dem on strate that high-quality pro grams for dis ad van taged young chil dren do have pos i tive long-term ef -
fects.
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