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Overview RONALD S. BRANDT

A Privileged Class
V isiting a Russian kindergarten in

the 1970s I was told by the
school principal, "Our nation

has no privileged class-except our
children." It would be nice if that were
true of Soviet society, and of our own.
Russian children are treated vern well,
as are many American children. But in
the United States, one fourth of all
children-more than any other age
group-live in poverty,' and fewer of
them attend early education programs
than children from advantaged
homes.2 Our public policies have
been failing to recognize that invest-
ment in the very young would pay off
in a better quality of national life a
generation from now.

But that may be changing. Ernest
Boyer, President of the Carnegie Foun-
dation for the Advancement of Teach-
ing, who is well into a major study of
early childhood education compara-
ble to his influential High School,

3
is

already calling for more school pro-
grams for children at risk4 And in late
summer the National Governor's Con-
ference declared early schooling for
disadvantaged children one of their
priorities.5 Several urban school sys-
tems, including Milwaukee and Buffa-
lo, have already established large pro-
grams for four-year-olds.

The reasons for the growing interest
in early education seem clear: changes
in society make it necessary to re-
evaluate the role of public schools in
the education and care of "preschool"
children. At the same time, policvmak-
ers are looking for wavs to upgrade
school performance, and data from
several sources tell them that sound
programs for four-, five-, and six-year-
olds may be the most cost-effective
investment (Weikart and Schweinhart,
p. 4).

For educators these developments,
while encouraging, raise many ques-
tions. What about middle-class chil-
dren, who may be readier to benefit
from formal schooling; should public
schools provide for them as well? If so,
who pays? Can children from venr
different backgrounds profit equally
from the same kinds of programs, or

are some forms of instruction more
appropriate for some types of chil-
dren-the poor, for example--than
others? If so, is it right to socially
segregate children at such an early
age?

Across the country venturesome
schools are including more academic
instruction in kindergarten, and are
establishing junior kindergartens,
transition rooms, and so on for not-
ready children. Many of the experts on
young children, however, such as Da-
vid Weikart and Lawrence Schweinhart
(p. 4), David Elkind (p. 36), and Barba-
ra Day (p. 28), have serious reserva-
tions about these practices.

Day, for example, recognizes the
dilemmas faced bv administrators, but
she recommends providing for devel-
opmental differences within a hetero-
geneous classroom. And she knows it
can be done, because she helped de-
sign a model program in the Chapel
Hill schools and has conducted re-
search documenting effectiveness of
the approach (p. 24).

The kind of programs that Day,
Schweinhart, and others advocate re-
quire adequate resources, including
qualified staff. In the practical world,
educators must do the best thev can
with what they have Nevertheless,
while young children should perhaps
not be given special privileges, they do
deserve an even break.
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