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outcomes than those who had not attended pre-K. Other o
------------ Department of Psychology, Temple University

less rigorous, quasi-experimental longitudinal studies T @KathyandRo1
wi

showed substantial gains in skills, especially basic
reading and math during pre-K, but also found that those

\,

kindergarten relative to skills attained by children who Dale C. Farran
Antonio and Anita Gotto Chair in Teaching and Learning - Vanderbilt
""""" University , Interim Director - Peabody Research Institute

than any other subject. In the aggregate, these studies

raise many questions about how to best design early Margaret Burchinal

education to secure a strong return on investment. Durkin Research Professor, Curry School of Education and Human

and colleagues end with this prescient conclusion in their LI S 7O R el

evaluation:

If the programs we have created do not produce the
Kimberly Nesbitt

desired effects, the findings themselves should not ) o _
Assistant Professor - University of New Hampshire

be dismissed simply because they were
unanticipated and unwelcome. Rather, they should
stimulate creative research into both policies and

practices with potential to have the desired effects.

Unpacking these arguments, it is critical to consider what counts as a quality classroom in pre-K. The Tennessee
teacher’s level of education). Yet, many studies of pre-K classroom observations report that the learning
experiences are predominantly marked by large group activities with passive children learning in teacher-led
largest negative predictor of gains in important skills such as language, math, and executive functioning. That is,
more time in large group activities is counterproductive to strong outcomes. In fact, this type of teaching might
actually rob children of agency and hence from the types of learning experiences related to long-term school

SucCcCess.

classrooms should also adopt a playful learning approach to align practices with ~ow children learn best.

The second lesson brought forward by the Tennessee study concerns the outcomes currently used to judge the
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effectiveness of pre-K programs. This issue concerns what children should learn. The basic skills of reading and

that by age 10, early and late readers were indistinguishable from one another. Together, these and a host of other

studies of early learning strongly suggest that the teaching of targeted basic skills in the early years is unwarranted

memory, and persistence.

This suggests that a well-curated classroom in
which students are exposed to books, blocks,
and puzzles and in which guided play is
supported will best lead to successful
outcomes.

Well-curated classrooms that encourage reading, telling stories, and asking questions support language and literacy

for STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) learning.

The Tennessee outcomes shined a light on the ways in which we are failing our youngest children by trying to hurry

Importantly, a custodial environment in which free play is the only pedagogy will not support strong outcomes for
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children.

We need to move away from pre-K (as a grade below kindergarten) and back to preschool, meaning the experiences
that will benefit children before they attend formal school. We know how to do that, and when we put the
appropriate curricula and pedagogy in place, children will thrive. This may even mean revisiting where preschool
programs are housed. Perhaps if we move preschool out of departments of education, we will adopt more age-
appropriate expectations and practices. Such a move will not only support foundations for learning but will have the
additional benefit of helping working parents who gain from high-quality environments for their children and from

a calendar that is not restricted to a formal school program.
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