ABOUT US PRESS ROOM EXPERTS EVENTS BROOKINGS PRESS ~ WASHU@BROOKINGS CAREERS NEWSLETTERS @S]UxCl2aM=1a{0J0JA1\[E SEARCH Q

Guidance for the Brookings community and the public on our response to the coronavirus (COVID-19) »
Learn more from Brookings scholars about the global response to coronavirus (COVID-19) »

B RO OKI NG S CLIMATE Al CITIES & REGIONS GLOBALDEV INTLAFFAIRS U.S. ECONOMY U.S. POLITICS & GOVT MORE

.

k.,

BROWN CENTER CHALKBOARD

What does the Tennessee pre-K g N
study really tell us about public . R/ ... | THYM
preschool programs? Dy | o)

\ / {
e )T
/‘I»':' ] I
Christina Weiland, Daphna Bassok, Deborah A. Phillips, Elizabeth U. Cascio, Chloe Gibbs,
and Deborah Stipek -
Thursday, February 10, 2022

~ "
Y

: ¢ o oy o

- ! !

L . N 1‘1‘.,:

A iy i y o

-"».~ g S v e P
.“. ’, . " NG

) - e !

& ‘. p

L

- -
/ - ._"
el i
- W K5 e -

i

.
5

BROWN CENTER CHALKBOARD '/~ «

~

00000

» new study of the effects of Tennessee’s Voluntary Pre-K (TNVPK)

at a time when the Build Back Better bill—which includes historic
investments in children and families through early care and education (ECE)
—is stalled in Congress. The study, which examines the program’s impact
through sixth grade, confirms what we already knew: The Tennessee
program as it existed in 2009 and 2010 led to worse academic and
behavioral outcomes than the available alternatives. Critics are asking
whether large-scale investments are justifiable in preschool, and in ECE
programs more broadly, given the findings of this careful experimental

study.
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other. After the TNVPK findings

through third grade were released, a

group of ECE scholars (including

three among our authorship team and Mark Lipsey from the TNVPK
research team) came together to author a Brookings consensus statement
that summarized decades of research. Five takeaways from this 2017
statement, and new findings from other preschool programs since, help to

put these latest TNVPK findings into context:

1. On average, children who attend preschool enter kindergarten with
stronger school readiness skills than if they had stayed home.
Importantly, benefits are larger for children from families with low
incomes, dual-language learners, and children of color. Without public
programs, both economically marginalized and middle-class families

options than they would like.

2. Public preschool programs vary in how, and how well, they operate.
Today’s public preschool programs are largely in good shape in terms of
class size, teacher-child ratios, basic safety, classroom organization, and
emotional warmth. However, teacher compensation lags K-12 in many

systems—driving high teacher turnover and undermining quality—and

sequence and regular in-classroom coaching tied to curriculum
implementation can be powerful levers for improving quality in large-

scale programs, yet they are not used in most of today’s programs.

3. Some public preschool programs improve children’s learning
outcomes more than others. Preschool programs differ widely in the
experiences they provide, and so do their initial and longer-run effects.
evaluated on a large scale. Recent research suggests that universal public
preschool programs 2 move the needle on learning gains for children

from families with low incomes more than income-targeted programs like

the Tennessee program.

4. Children who didn’t attend preschool appear to catch up, partially
or fully, to children who attended preschool on their early
elementary school test scores. The reasons for this pattern are not yet
well understood and are the subject of active research, including through

the Institute of Education Sciences’ iz Early Learning Network. One

less “catch up” than skills like basic numeracy and letter knowledge.
There is also growing evidence that what happens after preschool
matters for whether the preschool boost lasts into elementary school.
program shows that there are malleable factors in the early elementary
years, including aligned instruction that builds on what children learned
in preschool and higher-quality elementary school experiences that can

help sustain the preschool boost.

5. Regardless of medium-term effects, most studies that follow
preschool attenders into adulthood find positive effects on
important outcomes like school attainment and earnings. This

pattern holds both for smaller-scale studies from decades ago as well as

of findings across contexts with strong quasi-experimental designs is as

much a gold standard in the field as is a single RCT study.

To be sure, the field needs to grapple with the TNVPK results given its
rigorous study design. The findings should not be dismissed or waved away.
But at a time when the vast majority of 3- to 5-year-olds are already in
regular, out-of~home care—and the overall evidence on preschool clearly
shows positive effects—the questions to prioritize no longer concern
whether preschool works, but how can preschool work better. Indeed, we don’t
ask whether we should invest in the elementary school years, we ask how
well it is going and how could we do it better. Those are the right questions

in ECE, too. For researchers, the task ahead is thus to continue to examine

families, and teachers.

In terms of policy, i most Americans want the government to have a hand
in helping improve ECE access and quality. Families and children in this
country need ECE options just as they need elementary schools. Public ECE
investments are not just investments in children’s future. They ease the
making them investments in the U.S. economy as well. If the universal
preschool component of Build Back Better passes as proposed, it would
provide the resources needed nationally for critical quality supports like
small child-teacher ratios, highly trained and qualified teachers, evidence-
based and play-based curriculum, coaching for teachers, and a mixed-
delivery approach with classrooms in public schools and community-based

settings. We know this blueprint can work.

Especially in the 2 wake of COVID-19, the main takeaway from the large
body of research on ECE programs, which now includes this new study from
Tennessee, is not that we should turn away from public investments in ECE.
It’s that we need to finally build the high-quality system that our economy

needs—and that our young children, their families, and educators deserve.
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