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According to the Tennessee
Commission on Children and
Youth, among a typical group
of 20 Tennessee children who
live in poverty and do not re-
ceive quality early childhood
education: 17 will repeat one
or more grades; 9 will need
special education because their
1Q is less than 83; 7 will com-
mit five or more crimes and will
require incarceration; 16 will
not have the skills required for
postsecondary education; 11
will not graduate from high
school (The Advocate Vol. 13
no. 3 October 2003).

These alarming statistics un-
derscore the critical importance
of early childhood education to
ensure a healthy, hopeful future
for children and society at-
large. Early childhood educa-
tion is particularly important for
children who live in poverty,
have disabilities, are English
language learners, have suffered
abuse or neglect, or exhibit dif-
ficult behaviors.

Despite these research find-
ings, many families across the
state of Tennessee lack access
to high-quality early childhood
education because early child-
hood educators are often unpre-
pared to implement research-
based curricula and best prac-

tices, are not skilled in engaging
parents and families in early learn-
ing activities, and lack materials
and resources to create literacy-rich
environments. The deficiencies in
early childhood education mean
that many children enter kindergar-
ten without the basic cognitive, lit-
eracy, numeracy, and social skills
necessary for success in school.

In order to combat these prob-
lems, Dr, Sarah Sandefur, UC
Foundation Assistant Professor of
Literacy Education, Dr. Amye
Warren, UC Foundation Professor
of Psychology, and Ms. Anne
Gamble, Director of Project Ready
for School, created a program
called Project REEL (Resources for
Early Educator Learning). Project
REEL will directly address the
training and informational needs of
early childhood educators and par-
ents throughout the state of Tennes-
see.
To implement their program
state-wide, the U.S. Department of
Education’s Early Childhood Edu-
cator Professional Development
(ECEPD) grant program has
awarded them a $3,658,594 grant.
The ECEPD grant program is
highly-competitive, only awarding
five grants during this competition.
Dr. Sandefur, Dr. Warren, and Ms.
(Gamble are the only team in the
United States to be selected for two

ECEPD awards (they received a
$1,245,641 ECEPD award in
2002 to implement the Early
SUCCESS project).

Project REEL is a three-year
experimental program that will
supply educators with resources
focusing on early childhood
cognitive and social develop-
ment and evaluate the learning
outcomes for educators and
children. The project will focus
training efforts on early child-
hood educators who work in
low-income communities, and
the curriculum will prepare
them to serve diverse learners,
including typically-developing
children and children with dis-
abilities, challenging behaviors,
limited English proficiency, or
indications of abuse.

Through this project, over
220 early childhood educators
will be supported, and through
this support, over 2,500 of Ten-
nessee’s most severely disad-
vantaged children will be
served. Ultimately, the project
will benefit many Tennessee
children as the program activi-
ties are disseminated and imple-
mented throughout the state.

A key to the project’s suc-
cess was the collaboration of
UTC faculty, Dr. Pam Guess,
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