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A top researcher says it's time to rethink our
entire approach to preschool
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ANYA KAMENETZ

LA Johnson/NPR

Dale Farran has been studying early childhood education for half a century. Yet her

most recent scientific publication has made her question everything she thought she

knew.

"It really has required a lot of soul-searching, a lot of reading of the literature to try to

think of what were plausible reasons that might account for this."
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And by "this," she means the outcome of a study that lasted more than a decade. It

included 2,990 low-income children in Tennessee who applied to free, public

prekindergarten programs. Some were admitted by lottery, and the others were

rejected, creating the closest thing you can get in the real world to a randomized,

controlled trial — the gold standard in showing causality in science.

Farran and her co-authors at Vanderbilt University followed both groups of children

all the way through sixth grade. At the end of their first year, the kids who went to pre-

K scored higher on school readiness — as expected.

But after third grade, they were doing worse than the control group. And at the end of

sixth grade, they were doing even worse. They had lower test scores, were more likely

to be in special education, and were more likely to get into trouble in school, including

serious trouble like suspensions.

"Whereas in third grade we saw negative effects on one of the three state achievement

tests, in sixth grade we saw it on all three — math, science and reading," says Farran.

"In third grade, where we had seen effects on one type of suspension, which is minor
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violations, by sixth grade we're seeing it on both types of suspensions, both major and

minor."

That's right. A statewide public pre-K program, taught by licensed teachers, housed in

public schools, had a measurable and statistically significant negative effect on the

children in this study.

Farran hadn't expected it. She didn't like it. But her study design was unusually strong,

so she couldn't easily explain it away.

"This is still the only randomized controlled trial of a statewide pre-K, and I know that

people get upset about this and don't want it to be true."

Why it's a bad time for bad news

It's a bad time for early childhood advocates to get bad news about public pre-K.

Federally funded universal prekindergarten for 3- and 4-year-olds has been a

cornerstone of President Biden's social agenda, and there are talks about resurrecting

it from the stalled-out "Build Back Better" plan. Preschool has been expanding in

recent years and is currently publicly funded to some extent in 46 states. About 7 in 10

4-year-olds now attend some kind of academic program.
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This enthusiasm has rested in part on research going back to the 1970s. Economist

James Heckman won the Nobel Prize for research showing substantial long-term

returns on investment for specially designed and carefully implemented programs.

To put it crudely, policymakers and experts have touted for decades now that if you

give a 4-year-old who is growing up in poverty a good dose of story time and block

play, they'll be more likely to grow up to become a high-earning, productive citizen.

What went wrong in Tennessee

No study is the last word. The research on pre-K continues to be mixed. In May 2021,

a working paper (not yet peer reviewed) came out that looked at Boston's pre-K

program. The study was a similar size to Farran's, used a similar quasi-experimental

design based on random assignment, and also followed up with students for years.

This study found that the preschool kids had better disciplinary records and were

much more likely to graduate from high school, take the SATs and go to college,

though their test scores didn't show a difference.

Farran believes that, with a citywide program, there's more opportunity for quality

control than in her statewide study. Boston's program spent more per student, and it

also was mixed-income, whereas Tennessee's program is for low-income kids only.

So what went wrong in Tennessee? Farran has some ideas — and they challenge

almost everything about how we do school. How teachers are prepared, how programs

are funded and where they are located. Even something as simple as where the

bathrooms are.

In short, Farran is rethinking her own preconceptions, which are an entire field's

preconceptions, about what constitutes quality pre-K.

Do kids in poverty deserve the same teaching as rich
kids?

https://youth.gov/content/perry-preschool-project#:~:text=The%20goal%20of%20the%20Perry,%2C%20social%2C%20and%20physical%20development.
https://abc.fpg.unc.edu/abecedarian-project
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"One of the biases that I hadn't examined in myself is the idea that poor children need

a different sort of preparation from children of higher-income families."

LA Johnson/NPR
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She's talking about drilling kids on basic skills. Worksheets for tracing letters and

numbers. A teacher giving 10-minute lectures to a whole class of 25 kids who are

expected to sit on their hands and listen, only five of whom may be paying any

attention.

"Higher-income families are not choosing this kind of preparation," she explains. "And

why would we assume that we need to train children of lower-income families earlier?"

Farran points out that families of means tend to choose play-based preschool

programs with art, movement, music and nature. Children are asked open-ended

questions, and they are listened to.

This is not what Farran is seeing in classrooms full of kids in poverty, where "teachers

talk a lot, but they seldom listen to children." She thinks that part of the problem is

that teachers in many states are certified for teaching students in prekindergarten

through grade 5, or sometimes even pre-K-8. Very little of their training focuses on the

youngest learners.

So another major bias that she's challenging is the idea that teacher certification

equals quality. "There have been three very large studies, the latest one in 2018, which

are not showing any relationship between quality and licensure."

Putting a bubble in your mouth

In 2016, Farran published a study based on her observations of publicly funded

Tennessee pre-K classrooms similar to those included in this paper. She found then

that the largest chunk of the day was spent in transition time. This means simply

moving kids around the building.

https://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2018/08/31/642567651/5-proven-benefits-of-play
https://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2016/07/19/486172575/a-harsh-critique-of-federally-funded-pre-k
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Partly this is an architectural problem. Private preschools, even home-based day cares,

tend to be laid out with little bodies in mind. There are bathrooms just off the

classrooms. Children eat in, or very near, the classroom, too. And there is outdoor play

space nearby with equipment suitable for short people.
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Putting these same programs in public schools can make the whole day more

inconvenient.

"So if you're in an older elementary school, the bathroom is going to be down the hall.

You've got to take your children out, line them up and then they wait," Farran says.

"And then, if you have to use the cafeteria, it's the same thing. You have to walk

through the halls, you know: 'Don't touch your neighbor, don't touch the wall, put a

bubble in your mouth because you have to be quiet.' "

One of Farran's most intriguing conjectures is that this need for control could explain

the extra discipline problems seen later on in her most recent study.

"I think children are not learning internal control. And if anything, they're learning

sort of an almost allergic reaction to the amount of external control that they're

having, that they're having to experience in school."

In other words, regularly reprimanding kids for doing normal kid stuff at 4 years old,

even suspending them, could backfire down the road as children experience school as

a place of unreasonable expectations.

We know from other research that the control of children's bodies at school can have

disparate racial impact. Other studies have suggested that Black children are

disciplined more often in preschool, as they are in later grades. Farran's study, where

70% of the kids were white, found interactions between race, gender, and discipline

problems, but no extra effect of attending preschool was detected.

Where to go from here

The United States has a child care crisis that COVID-19 both intensified and

highlighted. Progressive policymakers and advocates have tried for years to expand

public support for child care by "pushing it down" from the existing public school

system, using the teachers and the buildings.
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Farran praises the direction that New York City, for one, has taken instead: a "mixed-

delivery" program with slots for 3- and 4-year-olds. Some kids attend free public

preschool in existing nonprofit day care centers, some in Head Start programs and

some in traditional schools.
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But the biggest lesson Farran has drawn from her research is that we've simply asked

too much of pre-K, based on early results from what were essentially showcase pilot

programs. "We tend to want a magic bullet," she says.

"Whoever thought that you could provide a 4-year-old from an impoverished family

with 5 1/2 hours a day, nine months a year of preschool, and close the achievement

gap, and send them to college at a higher rate?" she asks. "I mean, why? Why do we

put so much pressure on our pre-K programs?"

We might actually get better results, she says, from simply letting little children play.
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