
Investing Wisely in Washington State’s 
Economy & Our National Security

Introduction 

The Washington State Institute for Public Policy has 
concluded that providing high-quality early education 
for low-income three- and four-year-olds will produce 
average net benefits to society of $26,000 for each 
child served, and that the Nurse-Family Partnership 
voluntary home visiting program produces over 
$17,000 for each child served. 

That analysis, alone, should be decisive. But the retired 
admirals and generals who are members of Mission: 
Readiness in Washington state are also weighing in to say 

that together, these programs can help children succeed 
academically and improve the chance that they will be 
able serve in our nation’s military if they choose to do so. 

Amazingly, 69 percent of young people in Washington 
and 71 percent nationwide currently would not qualify 
for military service. One major factor hurting the 
recruiting pool is education. The military today rarely 
accepts any service members who do not have a high 
school diploma (a GED is not good enough), and in 
Washington, 23 percent of young people do not graduate 
from high school on time. Even among graduates, 16 
percent who try to enter the Army cannot pass the 
military’s entrance exam. 

High-quality early childhood programs can help 
address this problem. Long-term studies of high-quality 
pre-kindergarten programs, for example, found that 
they boosted high school graduation by 30 to 50 
percent. Meanwhile, studies of voluntary home visiting 
programs for at-risk families show they can help 
improve children’s readiness for school and have a host 
of other good outcomes. 

High School Graduation and Military Entrance Exam 
Qualifying Rates Among Young Washingtonians

Source: State of Washington, 
Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction, 2015 Source: The Education Trust, 2010

Almost one in four 
Washington youth 
does not graduate 
high school on time. 

Out of those young 
Washingtonians who do 
graduate and then try to join 
the Army, almost one in six 
cannot join because they 
score too low on the 
military’s entrance exam.

Proportion who do
 not graduate on time: 

23%

Military entrance exam 
not a qualifying score: 

16%

www.MissionReadiness.org Facebook.com/MissionReadiness@Mission_Ready

Mission: Readiness is a national security organization 
of more than 550 retired generals, admirals and  
other senior military leaders who call for policies and 
investments that will help young Americans succeed  
in school and later in life, thus enabling more young 
adults to join the military if they choose to do so. 

High-quality early childhood programs can help solve the problems that put military 
service out of reach for most young adults in Washington
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We need to prioritize investments in these excellent 
programs. High-quality early learning and home visiting 
work, save money, and can help improve both our 
economy and national security. We cannot afford to wait.

Education: A Barrier to Military 
Service for Young Adults in 
Washington
Our current military involves complex technology and 
highly integrated defense systems unimaginable in past 
generations. It demands the very best of its service 
members and increasingly has to compete with the 
private sector for highly skilled individuals. 

Unfortunately, such young adults are hard to find. A 
high school diploma has practically become a 
prerequisite for military service, but 23 percent of 
Washington students do not graduate on time from high 
school.1 And a diploma does not guarantee entrance: 
16 percent of high school graduates in Washington who 
tried to join the Army did not score high enough on the 
military’s entrance exam to join.2  

Many others cannot qualify for service because they have 
serious criminal records, are overweight or obese, or have 
other medical conditions. Altogether, an alarming 69 
percent of young adults in Washington and 71 percent 
nationwide cannot join the military.3 A limited recruitment 
pool jeopardizes our military readiness and threatens 
future national security.

Early Education Delivers Results
What happens in the earliest years of children’s lives 
often sets the trajectory for whether they grow up to 
become one of those individuals eligible to serve their 
country. For example, when a young boy shows up at 
kindergarten with a vocabulary half as large as his 
peers, the deck has been stacked against him 
succeeding in school and in life. 

Long-term studies of high-quality pre-kindergarten 
programs show that the participating children do better 
in school. For example:

• Children who participated in the Perry Preschool 
project were 44 percent more likely to graduate from 
high school.4 

• Children not served by the Abecedarian project were 
75 percent more likely to be held back in school.5 

• Children who participated in the Chicago Child-Parent 
Centers were 29 percent more likely to have 
graduated from high school.6 

What is not as well known is that high-quality pre-
kindergarten programs in some states are already 
delivering strong results [see Figure 1]. For example, at-
risk children in New Jersey’s Abbot preschool program 

17- to -24-year-old 
Young Washingtonians

69%
Unable to Join

Source: U.S. Department of Defense, 2013
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Proportion Who Score Too Low
Out of those who do graduate and try to join the Army nationwide, 

over one in five cannot join because they score too low on the 
Armed Forces Qualification Test.
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were three-fourths of a year ahead in math and two-
thirds of a year ahead in literacy when they reached the 
fourth and fifth grades. They were also 31 percent less 
likely to be in special education, and 40 percent less 
likely to be held back in school.7   

Washington’s state preschool program is also showing 
strong before-and-after results [see Figure 2].

Voluntary Home Visiting Programs 
Also Make an Impact
High-quality, voluntary home visiting programs provide 
young, inexperienced, and at-risk parents (typically 
single, teen mothers) with coaching starting before birth 
and continuing into the early years of a child’s life. The 
professional home visitors coach parents on how to 
improve their own lives and provide the nurturing and 
responsible care their children need to succeed.

By starting early, these programs can deliver strong 
results. For example, an analysis of one such program, 
the Nurse-Family Partnership program (NFP), found that 
it improved children’s readiness for school and health 
and cut future crime and child abuse so much that it 
produced average net savings of $17,000 for every at-
risk family served.8 

Paired with high-quality early education, home visiting 
programs can help more children in Washington grow 
up to be successful and able to join the military if they 
decide they want to serve their country.

Early Education and Home Visiting 
Produce Great Savings
Turning our backs on disadvantaged children can be 
very costly.  On average, a child who drops out of 

school, uses drugs, and becomes a career criminal 
costs society $2.5 million.9 That goes a long way in 
explaining why early education and home visitation 
can produce such outstanding savings [see Figure 3].

Conclusion
The reality is that if we want a strong state economy 
and a strong national military, we will need to be very 
strategic in what we invest in. At this time, nothing 
could be more strategic than giving our most at-risk 
children the right start in life. 

It really is a matter of national security.
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New Jersey’s state pre-K reduces 
costly grade retention and special 
education.

Michigan’s state pre-k reduces grade 
retention and improves high school 
graduation.

Pennsylvania’s PKC program reduces 
developmental delays and problem 
behaviors.
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We need sophisticated 
military hardware, but if 
we don’t have the well-
educated, fit, and morally 
strong individuals 
needed to serve in the 
world’s most advanced military those 
investments will not protect us. 
Investment in the youth of America 
helps create strong individuals and is 
absolutely essential for protecting our 
national security. Help us build 
tomorrow’s bench.

– Major General Paul D. Eaton,
 US Army (Ret.), Fox Island, WA


