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Myth of the Fade-Out Effect

Myth: Head Start (HS) produces a wide range of child educational, health, and law 
enforcement benefits. The myth is that all of these benefits disappear a few years after the child 
graduates from HS.

Facts: The fade-out effect myth originated with the findings of a 40-year-old study of HS
conducted by the Westinghouse Learning Corporation and Ohio University in 1969. Subsequent 
analysis by researchers found that this cross-sectional study was methodologically flawed.1
Nevertheless, several researchers in several studies have reported that some educational gains 
made by children who attended HS or other preschool programs fade-out by third grade.2 A 
frequently cited explanation for this fade-out among many HS graduates is that they attend 
elementary schools of poor quality.3

Despite the fact that many HS graduates attend poor quality elementary schools HS children 
overcome this challenge and experience long-term favorable educational, health, and law 
enforcement benefits:

 Reliable studies demonstrate that HS children experience increased achievement 
test scores and that HS children experience favorable long-term effects with
decreased grade repetition and reduced need for special education in elementary 
and secondary schools.4

 Econometric analysis suggests that HS reduces the high school drop out rate.5
 Recent research reports that HS reduced the mortality rates for 5- to 9-year-old 

children that are 33 to 50 percent lower than for comparable children who were 
not enrolled in HS.  These rates were reduced to the national average of mortality 
rates for all 5- to 9-year-old children.6

 Along with improving the health of its children and families, HS benefits its 
children and society-at-large by reducing crime and its costs to crime victims.7 HS 
children are significantly less likely to have been charged with a crime than their 
siblings who did not participate in HS.8
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