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Introduction to the Vanderbilt Pre-k Study 
In June 2018, researchers at Vanderbilt University published an update to their multi-year evaluation 
of the effectiveness of Tennessee’s state-funded voluntary pre-k program (VPK) at preparing young 
students for educational success.1 The study continues to reveal, unsurprisingly, that children who 
attended state pre-k were more prepared for kindergarten than their non-participating peers. 
According to the authors, “The study reported here demonstrates that VPK has substantial impact 
on a number of widely used outcome measures during the pre-k year.” This result adds to decades 
of research showing that pre-k can have substantial effects on school readiness for disadvantaged 
children, giving them the strong start they deserve.  

The Vanderbilt study also reveals that the students who did not attend VPK scored slightly better on 
3rd grade reading, math, and science achievement tests than students who had attended pre-k, 
although the difference in reading scores was not statistically significant.  

The Vanderbilt researchers suggest states should consider ways to better leverage pre-k’s success by 
improving K – 3 education, stating “it is doubtful that anything done in pre-k can have sustained 
effects if the gains made there are not supported and extended in the schooling that follows.”2  
 

The Vanderbilt Study of Tennessee Pre-K: 
Overview, Findings, and Significance for Texas 

 

A recent high-profile study by Vanderbilt University found that students in Tennessee’s state-funded pre-k 

program experienced greater academic gains during pre-k and were more prepared for kindergarten 

compared to a control group, confirming the value of pre-k. However, the study found the control group 

passed the pre-k group on some measures of success by third grade. By contrast, studies of pre-k in Texas 

and other states have shown that students who attend pre-k are more prepared for kindergarten 

compared to their peers and that the benefits last through third grade and beyond. The Vanderbilt study 

points to the importance of continuing to invest in pre-k while examining and strengthening practices in 

kindergarten through 3rd grade, including the ways that K-3 teachers respond to the gap in school 

readiness between those students who had the benefit of pre-k and those who did not. 
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Background on Tennessee Pre-k 
Tennessee’s pre-k program is called the Voluntary Pre-K for Tennessee Initiative (VPK). It offers pre-k 
to more than 18,000 four-year-olds—with priority given to children who are low-income, homeless, 
or in foster care. The state standards are considered high quality, with VPK earning 9 out of 10 on 
the quality rating scale developed by the National Institute of Early Education Research (NIEER). (By 
comparison, Texas earns a 4 out of 10 on the NIEER scale). The VPK program standards include a 
licensed teacher and aide in every classroom and a maximum class size of 20 children. The program 
is full day (5.5 hours per day). With strong bipartisan support and gubernatorial leadership, 
Tennessee has more than tripled its initial 2005 investment in the VPK program.3 
 
Vanderbilt Study Findings of Tennessee Pre-k 
Vanderbilt’s Peabody College of Education and Human Development is conducting the multi-year 
evaluation of Tennessee pre-k. The study has followed 1,076 students statewide, 773 of whom were 
randomly assigned to attend Tennessee’s state pre-k program. Many of the students who did not 
attend VPK did attend Head Start or private child care programs that year. Key findings include: 
 

• Kids who completed VPK were more academically and socially prepared for kindergarten than 
their peers. The authors state, “we found that children who participated in VPK experienced 
considerably greater gains in literacy, language, and math skills during the pre-k year than the 
control children, and that this difference was recognized as greater preparedness for grade 
level work by kindergarten teachers at the beginning of the following year.”4 

• At the end of pre-k, the greatest effects were for children who were learning English.  
• At the end of kindergarten, there were no significant differences between the children in VPK 

compared to those who did not attend pre-k. 
• By the third grade, the children who had attended VPK scored slightly lower on reading, math 

and science achievement tests compared to the no-pre-k cohort, although the difference in 
reading scores was not statistically significant. 

The Importance of Getting K-3 Right and Other Potential Explanations for  
the Findings 
The findings regarding kindergarten and third grade scores raise the question: What is happening in 
K-3 in Tennessee (and potentially other states) that may contribute to students who did not attend 
public pre-k “catching up” to their peers on key academic outcomes after entering kindergarten?  
 
Perhaps we need to look more closely at the way teachers respond to the gap between well-
prepared young students and other students. Kindergarten teachers may have been more likely to 
focus attention on the non-VPK students who needed extra support. They also may have provided 
“undifferentiated instruction” that covered skills the pre-k cohort had already learned or failed to 
adequately reinforce the learning that occurred in pre-k. These factors may help explain why the 
non-pre-k cohort in Tennessee caught up to the students who attended pre-k.5 
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Another potential explanation focuses on the quality of the overall K-3 academic experience. The 
Vanderbilt researchers speculate that the policies and practices in K-3 may need improvement, 
particularly in the kinds of schools the VPK and control group children attended – schools with large 
numbers of disadvantaged children. For example, we may need to ensure the strongest teachers – 
with backgrounds in early childhood – are assigned to pre-k through 3rd grade classrooms. 
 
Beyond questions about K-3, the kindergarten and third grades scores raise other questions as well: 
Would the positive effects of pre-k be more pronounced in kindergarten through third grade if 
researchers measured non-academic factors, such as social emotional skills? In addition, could the 
boost from Tennessee pre-k be even bigger – and persist in subsequent years – if pre-k was 
implemented more effectively in the state? 
 

Response from Tennessee Leaders 
Since the state’s pre-k pilot began in 2005, scaling up pre-k has been a bipartisan effort in 
Tennessee and state funding for pre-k has had strong public support. As expected, the Vanderbilt 
study motivated a robust debate on challenges within the VPK program and the future of the state’s 
pre-k investments. In partnership with the authors of the Vanderbilt study and other early childhood 
experts, Tennessee legislators embarked on a renewed effort to examine the program’s quality 
standards, alignment with K-3 programs, and professional development needs of teachers.  
 
In 2017, Tennessee legislators overwhelmingly supported legislation (HB 1485 and SB 1899) to 
boost VPK’s effectiveness in response to the study’s findings. The legislation was championed by 
Republican legislators and passed the House by a vote of 96-1 and the Senate by a vote of 26-3.  
 
Tennessee leaders have taken key steps to improve oversight and local implementation of the VPK 
program, including paying more attention to program quality in applications, shifting to a 
competitive RFP process, narrowing curricula options to those with a strong evidence base, and 
using data to more effectively inform improvement efforts, among other approaches.   
 
Meanwhile, Research on Texas Pre-k Shows the Gains Continue for Many Years 
Vanderbilt’s study adds to a growing body of evidence on the short- and long-term effects of quality 
pre-k. Fortunately, Texas leaders have Texas-specific data that shows the gains made in pre-k persist 
in the early grades and beyond. Longitudinal research by the Texas Education Agency in 2017 shows 
that, compared to similar students who did not attend Texas pre-k, the pre-k students (1) had 
kindergarten readiness rates that were 16 percent higher; (2) had a slight but statistically significant 
advantage in 3rd grade reading scores; and (3) were 7 percent more likely to enroll in college.6  
 
Other research from Texas school districts, such as Dallas ISD, shows impressive benefits that persist 
well beyond kindergarten. For example, researchers found that Dallas ISD pre-k students performed 
25 percentage points higher on kindergarten readiness assessments compared to students who did 
not attend pre-k. Dallas ISD pre-k students were also less likely to be chronically absent and be held 
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back a grade.7 Dallas ISD has very intentionally prioritized investment in high quality pre-k and K- 3, 
including full-day pre-k and coaching support for educators. 
 
Lessons for Texas 
The Vanderbilt study raises important issues about the need to ensure gains made in the pre-k year 
continue throughout the early grades. Pre-k alone does not inoculate against K-3 experiences in 
need of improvement. For Texas, this may mean ensuring the pre-k curricula and other standards are 
well-aligned with teaching in K – 3, effective teachers with training in early childhood education are 
placed in pre-k – 3 classrooms, and that TEA and local districts engage in strong quality monitoring 
of pre-k and K – 3 programs, among other steps. 
 
The Vanderbilt study’s findings about the gains made during pre-k, coupled with the research on the 
Texas program and other studies, also confirm that Texas leaders should continue to invest in pre-k 
and pursue strategies for further leveraging the power of pre-k. For example, Texas should fund full-
day pre-k rather than half-day, support district efforts to enroll three-year-olds in pre-k, and work 
towards higher quality standards such as limits on pre-k class size and student-teacher ratios. We 
have been pleased to see that the Texas Commission on Public School Finance and many of the 
experts that testified before the Commission this year have emphasized the importance of pre-k.  
 
If we want Texas to achieve stronger educational outcomes, including the state’s goal of 60 percent 
of Texas students attaining a higher education degree by 2030, increased investment in high quality 
pre-k and K – 3 should be central to Texas education efforts. 
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