
Head Start for the Best Start

A Guide for  
Parents and Families

The  
Achievement Gap 

and what  
YOU can do  

about it



This gap has nothing to do with how  
smart children are! 

This gap doesn’t mean that children from low-
income families can’t succeed in school!

Research shows that by the time children begin 
kindergarten, significant differences in literacy already 
exist between children from low-income families and 
their peers from middle and high-income families.

On average, children from low-income families show 
less developed skills in the areas necessary for success in 
kindergarten and beyond.

What is the AchievemenT GAp?

eveRY child can learn and 
succeed at the highest levels.



Page 1

According to research, by the time many children 
from low-income families enter kindergarten, their 
early math and literacy skills are not as developed as 
their peers from families with higher incomes.

As you can see in the graph below, less than half of the 
children from low-income families that were tested were 
able to recognize letters of the alphabet compared to 
almost 85% of higher income children. And only a small 
number of children from lower income families were 
able to identify sounds.

What DiFFeRenceS exist?

Source: S. Neuman, “From rhetoric to reality: The case for high-quality compensatory prekindergarten programs,”(2003).

The Achievement Gap Lowest SES
Highest SES

We can see how BIG the differences are between 
children from low-income families and their peers from 
middle-income families. This difference is what we mean 
when we talk about “the achievement gap.”
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The achievement gap does not have to exist. It comes 
from different exposures and experiences that young 
children have BEFORE they enter kindergarten.

Let’s look at Reading and Language Skills  
As the graph below shows, children from higher income 
families receive 40 times more hours of reading time before 
kindergarten than children from low-income families.

In addition, children from low-income families hear 
many fewer words in their homes. In fact, by the age 
of four, they have a 30 million word gap! That’s a lot of 
missed language exposure!

Why is this so important? 
The best way for children to develop language and 
literacy skills is to be exposed to language all the 
time. Reading and conversations between parents and 
children help children gain an understanding of the 
world and develop a rich vocabulary. They help children 
learn new concepts and build critical thinking skills.

Where does the achievement gap come from?  
ReADinG and LAnGUAGe eXpOSURe

Sources: S. Neuman, “From rhetoric to reality”(2003); B. Hart & T. Risley, “The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap” (2003).
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Encouragements by 
the age of 4

Discouragements by 
the age of 4
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Children from low-income families tend to hear less 
encouraging feedback from their families, and more 
discouraging feedback than their middle-class peers.

Why is this so important?
Talking to children in a positive, meaningful way 
affects your child’s language and social development. 
Encouraging feedback helps children feel good about 
themselves and their abilities, and teaches children to 
express themselves in a healthy and confident way. 

Where does the achievement gap come from? 
encOURAGe menTS vs DiScOURAGemenTS

B. Hart & T. Risley, “Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children” (1995).

encouragements vs. Discouragements

Children from  
high-income families

Children from  
low-income families
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What does all this mean?

YOU 
ARe  

YOUR  
chiLD’S 

mOST impORTAnT  
TeAcheR! 

if your child is going to 
be ready to succeed in 

school and in life, parents 
and educators must work 

together as partners to close 
the achievement gap!
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What you can do to help pRepARe YOUR 
chiLD TO SUcceeD in SchOOL

1 Use positive Discipline
Re-direct your child by explaining what 
you would like him or her TO DO, and 
why it is important, instead of simply 
saying what NOT to do.

What you can do: 
Praise your child when he or she is behaving well. Don’t 
just say “No!” Help your child to understand why you 
want him or her to behave differently.

Say THREE positive statements for every one negative or 
correcting statement.

I liked when  
you shared your 
toys with Miguel. 

I’m so proud - 
you even let him 
play with your 

new truck!

You played  
quietly while I 
fed the baby. 

Thank you, now 
we can play with 

your blocks.

After you help 
me clean the 
table, we will 
have room to 
draw pictures.

Here are four things your family can do to help 
close the achievement gap and prepare your 
child for long-term success.



I was so happy today 
because your grandpa 
called and said that 

grandma is feeling better. 
Today, she was able to go 

to the store.
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2
provide Language-rich 
experiences
Rich and diverse experiences expand 
children’s understanding of the world 
around them. Talking to children as they 
experience the world teaches children 
vocabulary and shows them how to share 
thoughts and ideas.

What you can do: 
Talk to your child as you do everyday tasks. Name the steps in 
the activities, and the objects you are using to complete them. 
Add new words and concepts as your child grows!

Introduce your child to different skills and activities.  
Give your child opportunities to try something that he or 
she has never done before!

Your teacher sent me 
a note and said you 

learned about shadows. 
What can you tell me 

about shadows?

On Sunday, let’s go to the 
park and practice kick-

ing your soccer ball. Maybe 
Poppa will teach you a new 
kick…he was a star on his 

team growing up.

What fruits and 
vegetables do you 
see? Look, there’s 

an eggplant!
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3
establish Family Routines
Consistent family routines strengthen 
relationships and help children learn 
to regulate their behavior. This self-
regulation is critical for school success.

What you can do: 
Eat meals together EVERY night. If your entire family 
can’t be together, sit down with your child when he or she 
eats, so you can talk and visit.

Put your child to bed by 8:00 p.m. EVERY night before 
he or she comes to Head Start. Keeping to a night time 
schedule is good for you, and good for your child!

Let’s turn off the 
computer and come 

have dinner. I want to 
hear about your day! Let me show you on 

the clock. See, it says 
8 o’clock.  That means 
you need to be in bed.

First, it’s bath time. Second, 
we’ll read a book.  Third 

comes good night kisses. Then 
you go to sleep. Night-night!
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Read with your child!
Cultivate a love of reading and literacy. 
Reading with your child can develop 
a connection to learning that will last 
throughout his or her education.

4

What you can do: 
Read a book for at least 20 minutes, every night with your 
child before bed, or at another time that works for you.

Limit your child’s “screen” time to no more than an hour a 
day – too much television and computer time doesn’t give 
children time to develop their imaginations or engage in 
self-directed play.

What do you think is 
going to happen next 

in the story?
I bet you must know 
that book by heart 

already…but, yes, let’s 
read it again!

Let’s go to the library and 
pick out some books.  

Maybe we can find a new 
one about dinosaurs.
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The bOTTOm Line 

YOU can make a difference  
in your child’s education and  

help close the achievement gap.

If you are doing these FOUR  
things, keep up the great work!

if you are not doing all  
of these things,  

pledge to start – today!

iF  YOU SpenD OnLY

20 minUTeS 
reading to your child every day...

You will read  
120 hours in a year,  

240 hours over two years,  
and  

YOU can close 25% of the 
achievement gap!



Our mission is to  
bring a relentless focus  
on positive child and  

family outcomes 
to close the achievement gap,  
and to build a better future  

for children, families,  
and communities served by  

the Head Start program.

Head Start for the Best Start

visit www.acelero.net

if you need help with any of the four steps, ask us! 
The Acelero Learning staff is here to help. 


