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A Nation At Risk

Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in 
commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation is being 
overtaken by competitors throughout the world.

. . . the educational foundations of our society are presently being 
eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future 
as a Nation and a people.

If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America 
the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might
well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed 
this to happen to ourselves. 

We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral 
educational disarmament.

Source: National Commission on Excellence in Education; April 1983

http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/index.html


Projected US GDP (in billions): 2005, 2050

Source: Goldman Sachs, Global Economics Paper No: 99, BRICs Model



College grads: US, India, and China

Source: Geoffrey Colvin, Fortune Magazine, July 20, 2005

College graduates this past year:
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Tennessee’s student pipeline, 2004

100 ninth graders:
• 63 graduated high 

school on time 
• 39 entered community 

college or university
• 27 were still enrolled 

the sophomore year
• 17 graduated within 

150% of time 





Developmental (aka Remedial) studies

• First-time Freshmen, 2007-2008
– Community College: 74%
– Universities: 40%
– Overall: 60%

• Tennessee Board of Education’s 
2014 Target: 10%



Remedial’s impact on chance of success

2000 First-Time Freshman Cohort. Rates based on returning to or graduating from initial enrolling institution.
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ACT: The Forgotten Middle

“. . . too many [8th graders]
are arriving at high school
so far behind academically
that, under current
conditions, they cannot
become ready for college
and career regardless
of the rigor of the high
school curriculum, the
quality of high school
instruction, or the amount
of effort they put into their
coursework.”

http://www.act.org/research/policymakers/pdf/ForgottenMiddle.pdf


Tennessee 8th grade students, 2007 NAEP:
Around 75% are not ready for high school

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states/profile.asp


Gap between state/national assessments

8th Grade Achievement on State Assessment v. 
NAEP (2005)
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http://www.uschamber.com/icw/reportcard/default


Predicting 11th/12th grade career/college readiness



Tennessee 4th grade students, 2007 NAEP:
Around 70% have not mastered basic skills

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states/profile.asp


What is going on in PreK-3?

Over 70% of students are not fully prepared to 
move ahead in school despite having been 
enrolled in school for 4 to 5 years.

Answer: We do not know. 

Tennessee and (most other states) have no 
required testing below grade 3.



Kennewick, WA addressed this issue

In 1995, found 40% ofIn 1995, found 40% of
students students enteringentering
kindergartenkindergarten were 1were 1--33
gradegrade--levels behind levels behind 
peers. peers. 

Set a goal of 90% of 3rd Set a goal of 90% of 3rd 
graders to read at gradegraders to read at grade
level, and level, and used direct used direct 
instruction to produce instruction to produce 
““catchcatch--upup”” growthgrowth

https://readingfoundation.mmaweb.net/store/growth.jsp


Kennewick changed to teaching similar to that 
recommended by Tennessee 

http://tn.gov/education/readingfirst/


Kennewick’s direct instruction proven decades 
ago: Project Follow Through (1967-1977)

http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~adiep/ft/151toc.htm


Direct Instruction still the best

“Dozens of studies have 
found over the years that in 
head-to-head comparisons 
with traditional classroom 
instruction or other 
educational interventions, 
the winner is often Direct 
Instruction or DISTAR.”

Education Week
March 17, 1999 

http://www.csrq.org/documents/ExecutiveSummaryFinal.11.17.06.pdf


Direct Instruction:  2009 evidence

Results from 30,000 students enrolled in grades 1, 2, & 3, of the 
Florida Reading First program. Highly scripted Reading Mastery 
was top performer among 6 research-based reading programs. 
Schools not using RM employed it for struggling readers.

http://www.elsevier.com/wps/find/journaldescription.cws_home/699/description#description


Why is Kennewick’s approach not widely used?    
Accountability is very unpopular at Prek-3

“There are two major 
perspectives on the issue: 
those who strongly
oppose using child 
assessment data for local 
agency accountability and 
those who favor it.”

Opponents say “it will lead 
to serious negative 
consequences for 
children.”

October 31, 2007

http://www.pewtrusts.org/our_work_report_detail.aspx?id=30962&category=102


What are accountability’s ‘negative 
consequences’—according to opponents?

• Teaching capable of producing “catch-up” growth 
would require deviation from 1980s best-practice 
teaching standards

• “Developmentally appropriate practice” teaching 
standards derived from theory and adopted in 1980s 
by the then new early childhood education specialty

• According to theory, the “developmentally 
inappropriate” teaching that would be compelled by 
accountability harms children

• Since the 70s, however, research shows that teaching 
like that used in Kennewick not only lacks adverse 
effects, it significantly enhances self-esteem.



In fact, standards are changing but only 
very recently—and very slowly

“The 1987 version of Developmentally Appropriate Practice in 
Early Childhood Programs marked as inappropriate ‘isolated 
skill development such as recognizing single letters, [and] 
reciting the alphabet’ (p. 55).”

- AERA Educational Researcher; January/February 2002

http://www.aera.net/uploadedFiles/Journals_and_Publications/Journals/Educational_Researcher/3101/3101_ResNewsComment.pdf


Teaching ABCs long thought “inappropriate”
but now found beneficial!

“A long-promised review 
of early-reading research 
concludes that teaching 
the alphabet and letter 
sounds in preschool
strengthens children’s 
chances of success in 
learning to read later on.”

Education Week
January 21, 2009 

Articles screened:  8000
Articles synthesized:  500

http://www.nifl.gov/nifl/NELP/NELPreport.html


Early reading now found to be beneficial

• “Students who learned to read in kindergarten were found to 
be superior in reading skills and all other educational 
indicators measured as seniors in high school.”

• “Also, there was absolutely no evidence of any negative 
effects from learning to read in kindergarten.”

http://www.reading.org/general/Publications/Journals/RRQ.aspx


Accountability issue: Educators v. public

• Should prek-3 classrooms be judged on how 
well they prepare children for future academic 
success?  

• Should academic outcomes be prek-3’s top 
(but not only) priority?  

• Most parents, policymakers, & the public say 
yes. They assume that is now the case.

• Most early childhood educators: no



Why change is coming so slowly

Change in policies & practices have received only mixed and limited 
acceptance among practicing educators

• Prek-3 teachers trained over last 30 years all believe  
“developmentally appropriate practice” is best and that teaching 
practices like Direct Instruction put children at risk—despite 
empirical evidence

• Researchers contend that the theory has been discredited, that 
more effective and well-tested, alternatives are available, and 
that there is no evidence of risk. Substantial improvements in 
4th grade proficiency percentages are possible with minutes 
a day of instruction.

• In essence, the opponents of accountability are more concerned 
about the hypothetical risk suggested by theory than they are 
about the well documented risk of basic skill deficiencies.



In summary

• An approach to prek-3 like that used by Kennewick 
would give a huge (but not sufficient) boost to the 
attainment of Tennessee’s college and career 
preparedness aims. With 4th grade proficiencies in 
reading & math moving from 25% to 85%, schooling 
outcomes would improve from top to bottom

• Data-driven, research-based approaches like those 
used in Kennewick require systematic assessment 
and accountability in prek-3.    

• Currently Tennessee has no required testing below 
grade 3



Current, widely-used prek-3 practices are not 
producing “catch-up” rates of academic growth 

“Our analyses that 
examined student 
achievement through 
the fifth grade reinforce
the notion that full-day
program may not
enhance achievement
and may actually be 
associated with 
poorer mathematics
performance.”

RAND 2006

http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG558/


Research says, Tennessee’s current practices 
not producing “catch-up” rates of growth

Pre-K and non-pre-K 
students performed 
similarly by grade 5

Tennessee Comptroller 
of The Treasury,
Office of Research & 
Education Accountability

http://www.comptroller1.state.tn.us/OREA/PublicationDetails.aspx?ReportKey=d6f77b93-5d1e-42c9-8470-cd0d45cabc6b


New and enhanced versions of current practice 
are not producing “catch-up” rates of growth 

Tennessee hosted 2 of 
14 model programs

Bright Beginnings and its control 
were implemented in state 
pre-kindergarten classrooms in 
Tennessee. No impacts on the 
pre-kindergarten or kindergarten 
student-level outcomes were found. 

Creative Curriculum and its control 
were implemented in state 
pre-kindergarten classrooms in 
Tennessee. No impacts regarding 
pre-kindergarten or kindergarten 
student-level outcomes were found. 

http://ies.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=NCER20082009rev


Media reporting on “input” quality, not outputs

“Tennessee pre-K gets high 
marks”
Tennessean
April 9, 2009

The State of Preschool is an 
almanac of state performance 
on 10 indicators of input, not 
output.

Improved achievement is the 
indispensable indicator of 
quality. Without it, the rest is 
meaningless.

http://nieer.org/yearbook/


Teacher preparation remains dedicated to 
developmentally appropriate practice 

Using seven recent, major 
studies of classroom-
based educational 
programs for 4-year-olds, 
these analyses, taken 
together, do not provide 
convincing evidence of 
an  association between 
teachers’ education or 
major and either 
classroom quality or 
children’s academic 
gains.

March/April 2007, 
Volume 78, Number 2, Pages 558 – 580

Teachers’ Education, 
Classroom Quality, 

and Young Children’s 
Academic Skills: 

Results From 
Seven Studies of 

Preschool Programs

http://www.srcd.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=192&Itemid=507


Early Childhood Policy Specialists have only 
recently lessened opposition

Position Statement 2001:

“Kindergarten teachers and 
administrators guard the integrity 
of effective, developmentally
appropriate programs for young 
children . . .

. . . they do not yield to 
pressure for acceleration of 
narrowly focused skill-based 
curricula or the enforcement of 
academic standards derived 
without regard for what is known 
about young children’s 
development and learning.”

http://www.naeyc.org/about/positions/pdf/Psunacc.pdf


Article is an excellent summary of the issue

“Congress [and Tennessee] would do more good 
with less money if it focused its pre-K efforts on 
disadvantaged children, emphasized pedagogical 
approaches proven to work (in pre-K and beyond), 
and held programs accountable for results.”

Shepard Barbash
Pre-K Can Work
Needy kids could benefit, but only if we use proven 
pedagogy and hold programs accountable.
Autumn 2008

http://www.city-journal.org/2008/18_4_pre-k.html


Here is the main reason why prek-3 children 
need “catch-up” growth

http://www.education-consumers.org/tnproject/Poverty_vs_achievement_2008.pdf
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