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Business Case for Early Childhood
Investments in Tennessee
Businesses need employees who are jobready, team-capable, and well-prepared—but
Tennessee’s pipeline is failing to produce them:
•

The majority of fourth and eighth graders
in Tennessee and across the nation are not
proficient in math and reading.1

•

In 2015, U.S. 15-year-olds ranked 31st among 34
developed countries in math, 20th in reading, and
19th in science.2

This failing workforce pipeline can be
repaired, if we start earlier to provide a quality
education for our state’s youngest children.
The foundation of many skills needed to be successful
in the 21st century is established in the early
childhood years.
•

•

The early childhood period (birth to age 5) is a
time of rapid brain development, with one million
new connections forming every second. Early
experiences play a large role in determining how
brain connections are formed and in the “wiring”
that becomes the foundation upon which all later
learning is built.3
The learning gap between advantaged and atrisk children exists as early as 9 months of age.
At-risk children can start kindergarten as much
as 18 months behind their peers. Many of these
children never catch up, and are at an increased
risk of dropping out of high school.4

Most brain development is
complete well before a child
enters kindergarten. Without early
learning opportunities, many
children are entering school without
the tools they need to stay on track
and succeed…Common sense tell us,
investing in our children early is the
right thing to do.”
Bill Frist, M.D.
former US Senator
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Investments in high-quality
early childhood education
are essential to support our
children reading on grade level by
third grade and parents’ success
in the workplace.”
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These programs can address both children and their
families, resulting in a two-generation impact.

•

Substantial progress has already been made
on implementing the Act.7 Children will be
followed through seventh grade and later
benefits will be examined.

Post-School

Evidence-based early childhood programs
help children succeed:

•

Kathy Buckman Gibson,
Chairman of the Board,
Buckman

The Chicago Child-Parent Centers (CPC)
is a preschool program that has served
over 100,000 children. The Nurse-Family
Partnership (NFP) is a nationwide voluntary
home visiting program. Both programs
coach parents to help them understand their
children’s needs, create safer homes and
develop parenting skills. These programs both
cut abuse and neglect in half.5
Participants in the Tennessee Voluntary
Pre-K Program had higher school readiness
outcomes at the end of their pre-K year,
and were half as likely to be held back in
kindergarten, compared to children who did
not participate. However, these academic
benefits were not sustained in a smaller
subgroup assessed in first, second and third
grades. Efforts are underway to improve
the quality of the program, which has been
inconsistent.6 In 2016, the state 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.

•

Children in the CPC were 29 percent more
likely to graduate from high school, and
Michigan’s Perry Preschool Project children
graduated 44 percent more often.8

•

Individuals served by the Abecedarian early
learning program in North Carolina were four
times more likely to graduate from college
(and 42 percent more likely to be consistently
employed).9

•

A study from UCLA and Johnson & Johnson
found that providing basic health care
education and tools for at-risk families reduced
emergency room visits by 42 percent, saving
individual families around $500 per year.
These efforts also reduced the number of
missed school days by 29 percent.10

•

Approximately 3,500 Tennessee families
received home visiting services in 2016 –2017.
Impacts found among participants in the
various home visiting program included:
improved child immunization status; decreased
child abuse and neglect; increased breastfeeding
initiation; decreased smoking by mothers;
increased screening of child development; and
delayed subsequent pregnancies by mothers.11

•

Randomized trials found that NFP reduced
families’ reliance on food stamps and welfare.
In Memphis, for example, NFP families relied
on welfare for $1,000 less per year on average
than families not in the program.12

Making early childhood development work
for Tennessee:
Here are just a few reasons why smart, proven
investments in our state’s youngest children are
critical to protecting Tennessee’s competitive edge
in a global marketplace:
•

Prepared for the classroom: Early
deficits are reflected in school, where atrisk students who have missed out on early
education opportunities often struggle to
keep up with classmates, even from the first
day of kindergarten. Many students fail to
catch up and a full 60 percent of Tennessee
fourth graders perform below grade level in
math, and 67 percent perform below grade
level in reading.16

•

Earning caps and gowns: Twelve percent
of high school students in Tennessee still have
not donned a cap and gown after four years.17
And among high school graduates, less than
20 percent meet the ACT College Readiness
Benchmarks in the four core areas (English,
reading, math, and science) and may not have the
skills necessary for postsecondary education.18

•

Pursuing college and careers: By 2020,
58 percent of jobs in Tennessee will require
postsecondary education.19 Longitudinal
studies of the Abecedarian project have shown
that high-quality early learning from six
months to age 5 can improve students’ rates of
college completion.20

Investments in early childhood programs
yield short- and long-term returns:
•

•

An independent analysis of over 20 studies of
early education programs for at-risk children
found that the average benefit-cost ratio was
over five to one, and average net savings were
over $34,000 per child served. A study of
NFP concluded that the program results in
$1.4 billion in cost savings nationwide, due
to reductions in spending on welfare, food
stamps and Medicaid.13 Nobel Prize-winning
economist James Heckman has found that
early childhood education for disadvantaged
children results in a return on investment of 7
to 10 dollars for every dollar invested.14
Child care and early learning professionals
generally spend most of their earnings locally.
Economic impact studies have found that for
every $1 invested in early care and education
an average of about $2 is generated in total
spending within the state. This economic boost
for local businesses is higher than investments
in other major sectors such as transportation,
construction, mining, and utilities.15

Our business leaders are
advocates for quality Pre-K
because every student must be ready
to learn when they start school.
Pre-K is the foundational first step
toward creating an educated region
prepared for 21st century careers.”
Ralph Schulz
President & CEO
Nashville Area Chamber of
Commerce

•

Benefits children and parents: 63 percent
of Tennessee families with children under
the age of six have all available parents in the
workforce.21 Yet just 22 percent of four-year-olds
are served by the Tennessee Voluntary Pre-K
(VPK) program and eleven percent are served by
Head Start programs.22 Evidence-based home
visiting programs are available in only 50 of
Tennessee’s 95 counties and currently serve just
1.7 percent of the state’s poor children.23

As business leaders, we know that a quality
education is essential to success in life. An
investment in our youngest learners is an
investment in our state’s economy.
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