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Gone are the days when preschool was mostly
about finger-painting, feeding the class bunny, and
learning not to hoard the blocks. While the classic
lessons in sharing and paying attention are still
essential elements of most preschools, many insti-
tutions, both public and private, are taking a more
intensive approach to academics. In some of these
schools, reading, writing, and counting cut into the
time that young children might have spent dressing
up in funny hats or playing games. It's a trend that
many early-childhood experts view with concern.

"Some preschools are so intense that they're
turning kids into little robots," says William Crain,
Ph.D., a professor of psychology at City College of
New York, in Manhattan, and author of Reclaiming
Childhood: Letting Children Be Children in Our
Achievement-Oriented Society. "At this age, chil-
dren should be learning through their senses, play-
ing with others, and exploring everything around
them. Too often, early academics are crowding out
those natural forms of learning."

Kathryn Hirsh-Pasek, Ph.D., director of the Temple
University Infant Lab and coauthor of Einstein Never
Used Flash Cards, echoes his concern. She followed the
progress of 120 4-year-olds in a middle-class Philadel-
phia suburb as they moved through kindergarten and
first grade. Those who went to academic preschools did,
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in fact, know more numbers and letters at age 4 than
children who attended play-oriented preschools. But by
age 5 the group of kids who had played more had caught
up academically, she noted, while the others "felt less
positive about school." Her finding is consistent with
other long-term comparative studies of preschools that
show that children who receive early academic instruc-

tion do excel at first but that the gains
quickly wear off.
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beyond the ABCs
What's behind this trend? Experts say
that some of the push comes from
moms and dads who want to make
sure their kids will be as well prepared
as their peers when they start grade
school. "Ageneration ago, parents just
wanted their children to be with other
children, to have playmates, and to
get used to being away from their
mother when they went to kinder-
garten," says Janet Dickens, who runs
a private nursery school and kinder-
garten in Crofton, Maryland. "Now,
many want their children to learn.
Parents ask me, 'Are they going to
learn writing, are you going to do
phonics with them?'" Even the 2-
year-olds at her school are encouraged
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children who are creative problem-solvers.

to write the first letters of their names.
Another source of pressure comes

from the fact that most kids now take
standardized exams in third grade as
required by the No Child Left Behind
law, a federal initiative aimed at improving education.
"Kids need to be reading pretty well by the time they
start taking those tests," says Marvel L. Smith, the prin-
cipal of Seabrook Elementary, a public school in Lan-
ham, Maryland. "I think that's why a more academic
curriculum has gotten pushed down into the lower
grades." In most public-school districts, kids are ex-
pected to learn reading in kindergarten, and to be pre-
pared to do so, they need to acquire pre-reading skills
when they're ages 3 and 4, experts say.

Though many parents are happy to see their children
develop early academic skills, a lot of experts find the
trend disturbing. "If we shove facts into the minds of
young children, they will learn those facts," Dr. Hirsh-
Pasek says. "The question is whether we want children
who can spit back facts or whether we want children who
are creative problem-solvers."

When young kids are rewarded for performing well on
a narrow set of skills, she notes, they learn to seek the
one "right" answer that teachers expect, rather than
thinking outside the box. By contrast, when teachers re-
spond to preschoolers' interests and encourage them to
invent and explore, those children learn to think more

critically. "Research has shown that the best kind of
learning at this age is incidental learning-what children
pick up on the side," says Elisabeth Guthrie, M.D.,
author of The Trouble With Perfect: How Parents
Can Avoid the Overachievement Trap and Still Raise
Successful Children.

One of the most troubling aspects of overly academic
preschools is that they just aren't well suited to many of
their students. "A lot of 3- and 4-year-olds are simply
not developmentally ready to do pencil-and-paper
tasks," says W. Steven Barnett, Ph.D., director of the
National Institute of Early Education Research, in New
Brunswick, New Jersey.

A report issued by the Yale Child Study Center last
May addressed that point. Researchers found that
preschool children are three times as likely to be ex-
pelled as are kids in primary school and that more than
5,1003- and 4-year-olds are kicked out of their preschool
every year. Though the report didn't analyze the reasons
behind this phenomenon, head researcher Walter
Gilliam, Ph.D., believes that a heavy emphasis on aca-
demics may be part of the problem. "Youcertainly have
to wonder whether our Continued on page 238
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Continued from page 130

increased focus on getting preschool-
ers ready to pass literacy and numer-
acy tests makes us less willing to focus
on teaching children how to behave
in a classroom setting and get along
with peers," he says. "In many of
today's preschools, there is far less
opportunity to teach young children
how to play well with others simply
because they are far less likely to have
any time to play at all."

the right balance
That's not to say that basic academic
lessons have no place in early-
childhood education. The key is for
preschools to strike a healthy balance
between allowing children to initiate
activities and learn through play
while also providing an academic
foundation. Here are some ways ex-

Claire Lerner, a child-development
specialist with Zero to Three, an
education and advocacy group in
Washington, D.C. If the preschool
seems overly focused on making all
of the children do exactly the same
thing at exactly the same time, talk to
the school administrator .
• Check for credentials.

Ask about the academic background
and training of the classroom teach-
ers. Teachers who are trained in
early-childhood education are more
likely to know which activities are age-
appropriate for the students. Also find
out whether a program is accredited
by a national organization such as the
National Association for the Educa-
tion of Young Children, which means
that the school has been visited by
professionals who check to see that
the curriculum is balanced. 0

perts say parents can make sure their
child's preschool is doing just that.
• Know what they're learning. Talk to
preschool administrators, and if pos-
sible, sit in on a full session of a class.
What goes on? How much time do
children spend working on tasks
assigned by the teacher, and how
much time is devoted to play? Is the
program individualized so that chil-
dren can develop at their own pace?
Do teachers engage kids in conver-
sation (which builds vocabulary and
teaches thinking skills)? Do they
allow children to create their own
games with simple toys such as
blocks (which introduce them to con-
cepts such as number and volume)
and to initiate play with friends
(which cultivates social skills)?
• Beware of too much structure. A

good preschool offers a mix of indi-

vidual and group activities, but flexi-
bility should be built into the curricu-
lum. "Some structure is good, but the
question is,within that structure, how
much choice do kids have?" says Dr.
Barnett. "Maybe the children never
get to decide when it's storytime, or
what story they read, but do they get
to ask questions about the story?
That's very important."
• Watch for rote lessons. Are all kids
encouraged to paste the tail on the
bunny in exactly the same way? Does
every child have to write the same
"letter of the week," including those
who have already mastered the skill
and those who are still struggling?
The best preschools tailor lessons for
individual kids and leave room for
creativity. "Children are much more
motivated when the lessons reflect
their own interests and abilities," says

preschool: a global view
Some countries that emphasize social over academic skills.

Building social skills is the top priority. Kids spend most of their

time in group activities, learning how to work together. Often, teachers let chil-

dren take control of the class and allow them to chose the project for the day.

• ~.:. Ancient traditions influence the play-oriented preschool education in

this country. A favorite activity is allowing each child a turn in storytelling ses-

sions while the other kids listen and give feedback.

Children are encouraged to develop social skills and to learn how to

get along with others. They enter preschool at age 3 and stay with the same

teacher and classmates for the next three years.

;:u .:.~ Preschools here are very play-oriented. Teachers believe that

learning about nature and the community is important. To that end, they some-

times take students on walks around the neighborhood.

• • ~ Teachers emphasize learning empathy, compassion, and getting

along with others. Classes are mixed, with kids ages 1 through 5 combined, and

often include time for activities like massage.

Preschoolers spend a lot of time playing outdoors and learn-

ing to care for the environment. Elaborate playgrounds are often designed as

an extension of the classroom.
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