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Executive Summary
Tennessee’s long-term economic growth
and public safety, as well as our national
security, depend on the foundation that
we lay for students in our state today.
A high-quality early childhood education
makes students more likely to succeed in
elementary school, which, in turn, builds
a foundation for success in all their years
of schooling.
Recently, Tennessee has made strides to
improve the quality of pre-K education, a
key investment in building the future that
our students and our communities need.
Yet, despite this investment, only 22 percent
of Tennessee four-year-olds have access
to state-funded preschool1 and a pilot study
of students in a small number of districts
revealed that less than half (49 percent) of
entering kindergartners demonstrated
readiness to succeed in school.2 If students’

educational gaps, particularly in literacy,
persist until third grade, their likelihood of
graduating from high school diminishes
substantially.3 To set young children on the
path to success, we must ensure that every
economically disadvantaged four-year-old
has access to high quality pre-K. Further,
investing in resources such as literacy coaches
and professional development for pre-K to
third grade teachers are ways to help
ensure that our children finish third grade
reading on grade-level.
Well-educated young people are more
likely to finish high school on time and be
ready for college or any career they choose,
including the military. There is also a link
between inadequate education and crime,
suggesting that students’ education is not
only linked to the success of our state’s
economy, but also to public safety.4 By
bolstering access to early childhood education
and supporting literacy development in the
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early elementary school years, we are
improving our students’ readiness to
succeed in school and life, helping them to
avoid lives of crime, and enabling them to
contribute meaningfully to our state and
national economy, as well as to the defense
of our nation, should they choose.

Quality pre-K lays a foundation
for later success
High-quality early childhood education can
strengthen the current and future workforce,
contribute to a strong economy and public
safety, and enhance national security.
Research shows that the experiences children
have in their earliest years, during a period of
critical brain growth, set the foundation for
future development.5 Children who experience
warm, responsive parenting, and nurturing
child care and preschool programs that
stimulate their cognitive, social, and emotional
development are set on a path to productive
adulthood. Children who lack these quality
environments early in life often arrive at
school already behind their peers and may
never catch up—underperforming in third
grade reading and math, more likely to be
held back in school, and less likely to
graduate from high school on time.
Children’s early experiences also have
consequences for our state and our nation.
Our national security relies on qualified
young adults who are ready, willing, and
able to serve in the U.S. military. However,
educational deficits, health issues, and
behavior problems (substance abuse and
crime) currently prevent 73 percent of
Tennessee youth from qualifying for service.6
Tennessee’s jails are full of people serving
time for serious and costly crimes, many of
whom lack high school diplomas that would
qualify them for legitimate employment.7
Further, Tennessee’s businesses need a
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steady supply of educated, skilled young
people to build a strong workforce to
compete in the global economy.

Tennessee is making strides with highquality pre-K to third grade efforts

In 2016, the Tennessee legislature passed
the Pre-K Quality Act that required the
Office of Early Education to develop a
definition of quality with which all programs
must comply. Programs must also create
pre-K and kindergarten student growth
profiles and align pre-K and K-12 instruction.
Substantial progress has been made on
implementing the Act.8 The National
Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER)
rated Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-K Program
(VPK) as having met seven out of 10 quality
standards.9 A sample of children who
participated in VPK are being followed
through seventh grade in a research study
and long-term benefits will be examined.10

Business leaders
in TN support
quality Pre-K because
it provides the building
blocks needed for
students and for the
future workforce.”
Larry Jensen

Chairman and Principal,
Cushman & Wakefield Commercial
Advisors Partners, Memphis

A recent poll of likely voters in Tennessee
found extremely strong bipartisan support
for early learning.11 Ninety-three percent of
those polled, including 92 percent of
Republicans and 95 percent of Democrats,
agreed that “Early education, from birth to
3rd grade, provides the building blocks of
all learning.” Similarly, across party lines,
respondents support proposals for improving
pre-K through third grade education.

We must improve access to
quality early education
Bolstering access to quality early learning
programs is key. Currently, only 22 percent
of Tennessee four-year-olds have access to
state-funded preschool and another six
percent are in Head Start.12 Two-thirds of
Tennessee three- and four-year-olds below
200 percent of the federal poverty level are
not in school.13 At the same time, only about
half of students in a pilot study demonstrated
kindergarten readiness upon entry.14 It is
clear that the foundations we are laying in
early childhood are not setting enough of
our students up for success. If we were to
expand VPK, more students would be more
likely to succeed in kindergarten, and be
set on the path to school success.
Research demonstrates that the gains a
student makes in pre-K can persist throughout
that child’s years of elementary schooling.
A large study of Alabama’s First Class pre-K
program found that low-income third to
seventh graders who had attended the
program were more likely than their peers
to be proficient in both reading and math.15
An evaluation of the Arkansas Better
Chance pre-K program found that children
who attended developed extra vocabulary
knowledge, and improved literacy skills and
math scores. Benefits persisted through
second grade for literacy, language and

math, and through third grade for literacy. In
addition, children who attended the
program were less likely to be held back in
school by the end of third grade than those
who didn’t attend any pre-K.16
A recent study found that children who
participated in VPK who later had “sustaining
environments”--defined as attending highperforming K-3 schools and being taught by
highly-effective teachers--significantly
outperformed their peers who also attended
high-performing schools and had highlyeffective teachers but who had not attended
VPK. VPK participants had higher scores in
both language arts and math in third grade.17
A study in Boston also found that students
who participated in preschool programs
housed in high-quality elementary schools
(defined as having high third grade academic
proficiency scores) had better third grade
outcomes than students who attended
preschool in lower-quality elementary schools.18
In light of these findings which point to the
importance of a strong pre-K to third grade
continuum in sustaining gains children make
in pre-K, policymakers should also support
teachers in implementing high-quality early
grades curriculum using developmentallyappropriate practices.

Third grade reading impacts
secondary success
In particular, it is vital that we set students
up to succeed in reading by the time they
reach third grade. Experts consider third
grade as the year where kids transition from
learning to read to reading to learn. If not
reading on grade-level by the end of this
year, students are substantially less likely to
graduate from high school.19 In fact, the lower
their reading proficiency, the less likely they
are to ultimately graduate from high school
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on time or at all. Results of a longitudinal
study found that students who are not reading
proficiently by third grade are four times
more likely to drop out of high school than
proficient readers and for the least proficient
students, the rate is nearly six times greater.
This has implications far beyond merely
schooling, as research demonstrates that six
out of 10 inmates in state prisons nationwide
do not have a high school diploma.20
The Tennessee Department of Education has
implemented several initiatives to improve
pre-K to third grade learning.21 The Tennessee
Succeeds plan focused on early learning
and literacy as a major strategy to help
Tennessee achieve its education goals. The
Read to Be Ready initiative has as its goal to
increase the number of third graders reading
on grade level from 34 percent to 75 percent
by 2025.22 More recently, the TN Best for All
initiative also includes a focus on supporting
early literacy through high-quality materials,
diagnostics, and coaching.23 Ultimately,
students who do not demonstrate adequate
reading skills by their grades or standardized
test results by the end of third grade are
not promoted to fourth grade.24
A report analyzing the early impact of these
efforts found that only about one-third of
Tennessee third graders are proficient readers.

Student scores in listening comprehension,
vocabulary, and language are improving, but
reading comprehension, foundational skills,
fluency, and writing remain challenges.25

We must expand investments
in early literacy

Tennessee is about to undergo a process
to implement new curricula aligned to
the TN Academic Standards. Districts and
schools will be adopting and implementing
new English Language Arts (ELA) curricula
in 2020. To improve reading outcomes
in third grade, teachers must be trained and
supported through quality professional
development opportunities.

Conclusion
Tennessee must continue its investment in supporting students’ literacy—in particular by
increasing investments in literacy coaches and ongoing professional development for
teachers, and other K-3 approaches—but also by focusing on building a foundation for
students that starts with a high-quality early childhood education. We must ensure that
every economically disadvantaged four-year-old has access to high quality pre-K.
Addressing students’ gaps as early as possible makes it more likely they will succeed in
school and, later on, in life--avoiding crime, participating in the workforce, whether civilian
or military, and supporting themselves and their families.
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