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Foreword: Health, education, and early
childhood development

In 2010, the Minneapolis Fed served as host in partnership with the
University of Minnesota for a conference on health and early childhood
development. The presentation and discussion sessions were designed to
lead to a deeper understanding of the impact that early childhood health
has on later education and health outcomes, as children progress through
school and into adulthood. The presentations and discussions led to this
volume, which features several conference participants.

TheMinneapolis Fed hosts conferences on a number of topics, including
economic research, community development, and economic and financial
education. And this wasn’t the first time it hosted a conference on early
childhood issues. In 2003, researchers gathered for a one-day conference
titled “The Economics of Early Childhood Development: Lessons for
Economic Policy.” After the Minneapolis Fed joined the University of
Minnesota to form the Early Childhood Research Collaborative, the pre-
cursor to the HCRC, the Fed hosted a two-day conference in 2007 on
“Critical Issues in Cost Effectiveness in Children’s First Decade.”

So why is the Federal Reserve interested in early childhood develop-
ment issues? After all, the Fed’s primary mission is to conduct monetary
policy as the nation’s central bank. It also regulates banks and provides
fiscal services for the US Treasury. At first glance it seems that early
childhood development is a bit far from the Fed’s core responsibilities.
However, the Federal Reserve is also charged with promoting employ-
ment and economic growth, and education is a key – if not the primary –
component of growth and jobs. Here is what Federal Reserve Chairman
Ben Bernanke had to say about early childhood education in a 2007
speech:

Although education and the acquisition of skills is a lifelong process, starting early
in life is crucial. Recent research – some sponsored by the Federal Reserve Bank of
Minneapolis in collaboration with the University of Minnesota – has documented
the high returns that early childhood programs can pay in terms of subsequent
educational attainment and in lower rates of social problems, such as teenage
pregnancy and welfare dependency. The most successful early childhood
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programs appear to be those that cultivate both cognitive and non-cognitive skills
and that engage families in stimulating learning at home.

In other words, one need look no further than the first two words in the
HCRC acronym, “human capital.” One of the key ingredients to sus-
tained economic growth is the development of human capital. That is,
economies with highly educated and skilled workers have higher levels of
productivity, which supports economic growth, including higher earnings
for workers. For example, in the US economy, the median earnings for a
worker age 25 to 34 with a college degree was about 70 percent more than
for a worker with only a high school diploma in 2011. Twenty years
earlier, the earnings differential was 56 percent. Furthermore, during
this past recession, employment deteriorated less for workers with higher
levels of education than for workers with lower levels of education. Over
the long run, the US economy will continue to demand more highly
educated and skilled workers.

As this volume emphasizes, human capital development begins early.
Research by Nobel laureate economist James Heckman reveals that skill
acquisition is a cumulative process that works most effectively when a
solid foundation has been provided in early childhood. As children get off
to a good start, they are more likely to succeed in school and later in the
workforce. Moreover, as articulated by Art Rolnick during his time as
research director at the Minneapolis Fed, many of the benefits of early
investments, particularly those that target at-risk children, accrue to the
general public – for example, in the form of reduced crime costs.

This volume is designed to reach many audiences, including policy-
makers, researchers, students, practitioners, and interested citizens. The
discussions inspired by the following chapters can lead to better practice
and policy in early health and education and to a better quality of life for
the nation’s children.

narayana kocherlakota

President, Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis
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