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On Early Education:
A Conversation with Barbara Day

Former ASCD president Barbara Day is a nationally recognized author
and consultant on early education. She knows the pressures that lead

educators to establish transition rooms, junior kindergartens, and
similar special programs, but she recommends a different way of

providing for "not ready" students.

ou see educators all over the
country who are concerned
about early education. What

are some of the issues they're
wrestling with?

One of the largest issues is whether
to begin offering programs for young-
er children in the public schools This.
of course, is a societal issue as well as
an educational one. A second is wheth-
er kindergarten programs should be
full-day, half-day, or alternate days

Related to that is, if children don't
do well in kindergarten, should thev
move into a regular first grade or into
a transitional classroom' If by the end
of kindergarten a child hasn't complet-
ed the requirements for that age
group, the child must either go into
regular first grade anyway, repeat kin-
dergarten, or move into a transitional
classroom A pattern emerging in
some areas of the countir is the transi-
tional classroom, which means that
developmentally delayed children are
placed in a homogeneous group. Now,
I am opposed to that. I don't want

four-, five-, and six-vear old children
categorized as failures

But there must be an argument for
it if it's being done more widely?

The argument goes something like
this Picture a child-venv often a little
bos-who is small in stature, emotion-
ally insecure, and who-perhaps be-
cause of his home situation-is simply
not a social little being; he doesn't
have a lot of verbal and social skills. As
a consultant, I'm often asked what I
would recommend: should a child like
that move on to a first grade classroom
where, in this particular instance, in-
struction is verv formal and where that
child is going to be absolutely frustrat-
ed, or should the child be placed in a
setting where he is developmentally
capable of happy, successful learning?
That's a hard question to answer.

Now, the problem is not where the
child is developmentally; it's perfectly
appropriate that a child should be at
this particular stage in his or her life.
Our challenge as educators is to pro-

vide a program based on the child's
needs and in tune with his or her
individual development So I say there
are some alternatives, such as a total,
child-centered early childhood pro-
gram, meaning birth through about
age nine It should be ungraded, expe-
riential, and developmental in nature
In such a program, children work at
whatever developmental level thev are
capable of, and we simply do not say'
that ever, child must pass through
neat packages of graded subject matter
whether he or she is ready or not

A second thing I recommend to
school districts is-and we're having
problems with this due to funding-
instead of segregating these children
who are so-called "developmentally
delayed" or "presumed unable to
meet the competencies of a particular
grade," give them more opportunities
for growth. I'm recommending that
school systems assess these children
and set up an eight-week summer
school at the beginning of kindergar-
ten or a program for four-sear-old
children if one is available, and that
they do this evers summer thereafter
for the next several vears Mv hypothe-
sis is that by about third grade, those
children will have caught up Th v
simply need a little more time to grow,
physically and socially as well as
cognitively

They would be with other chil-
dren during the regular school
year, but in a special program
during the summer when the oth-
er children don't attend school?

Well, they might be, but-because
I'm an advocate of quality care for
children of all developmental levels--
I believe strongly that schools should
be open in the summer to all children
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who want to attend enrichment class-
es. So the children who are develop-
mentally delayed would have time to
work on the kinds of remedial skills
that they need, but they would also be
involved with the other children in the
enrichment activities. I wouldn't want
this summer program to be a burden
and categorized as remedial only; I'd
want it to be something that children
look forward to attending. Art, dramat-
ic play, dance, and language develop-
ment opportunities should be provid-
ed; that's the way school should be for
young children all the time. Specific
skills in reading, writing, and math
should be integrated throughout the
day and approached from a child-
centered view

From an administrator's stand-
point there are lots of problems to
getting a program like that Fund-
ing, organization, training.

There are, but creative administra-
tors can do it. Chapter I funds can be
used for the children who need them,
additional scholarships should be
available, and many working mothers
and fathers will pay whatever is neces-
sary for children to attend enrichment
programs during the summer.

Does what you're describing actu-
ally exist anywhere?

Well, Chapel Hill is an example. I
chair the advisory council for the Cha-
pel Hill Community Schools that plans
all the enrichment activities for chil-
dren in the regular school year and
during the summer. My daughter, Su-
san, can leave her elementary school
on Thursdav afternoon, ride the
school bus to another school in the
same town, and attend violin classes.
Other children can leave their ele-
mentary schools and go to classes on
poetry, storytelling, bread-making,
math games, and so on.

That's what I want to be happening
in the summer. In North Carolina we
have new legislation providing that,
beginning with second grade and des-
ignated grades thereafter, any child
who falls below a certain level on
standardized achievement tests must
go to summer school. I think that's
wonderful; those children should have
those kinds of opportunities; but I
don't want children who go to school
in the summer branded as "You've got
to go to summer school because

vou've failed." I want to see the
schools offer enrichment classes so
other children are involved as well.
For example, this last summer my
daughter went to a public school in
Chapel Hill for five weeks of special
art activities. Other elementarn chil-
dren attended classes in theatre,
dance, computers, and so on.

You don't have research evidence
at this point that the kind of pro-
gram you recommend would pro-
duce the results you predict?

No, but I do have an "educated
opinion" based on several vears of
research on young children. it would
make a wonderful research project.

Let's talk about a different use of
screening tests. We hear a lot
about tests being used to find out
whether children are ready to at-
tend school. If they can't pass the
"entrance exam," their parents
are encouraged to keep, them
home another year. Is very much
of that going on?

That is a very questionable practice,
and, yes, there is some of it going on. I
have to present both sides of the issue.
First of all, I believe in evaluating
children to see where thev are devel-
opmentally The real concern is what
we do with that information. I believe
it should be considered a diagnostic
process. not an entrance exam.

But let me represent the other side
of the issue. I've had teachers sav to
me about a given child, "But Professor
Day, I can assure vou that if that child
comes into mv classroom as he is right
now, he will not be able to meet the
minimum competencies of the kinder-
garten." And that prediction might be
very accurate. So which is better? For
that child to go to kindergarten and
fail, or to say to the parent, "I think
your child needs one more vear to
grow and develop.

Of course, neither of these answers,
in my opinion, is the right one The
right answer is that child absolutely
should come into kindergarten and
have a wonderful developmental pro-
gram. A child like that needs the pro-
gram more than a five-vear-old who
might be able to read on a third- or
fourth-grade level.

I am also verv concerned about the
impact it has on a child to be brought
to a testing situation knowing he or

she might not be able to enter school
if he or she doesn't do well. That's very
wrong.

What's the alternative?
Good teachers, psychologists, and

other evaluators are developing test-
ing situations that make it a lot of fun
for children. The Chapel Hill schools
spend the first three days of the school
vear in this kind of testing for kinder-
garten children. Except for the time
they are being evaluated, the children
don't even come to school for the first
three days. Now some people ques-
tion that technique, but I favor it more
and more because it permits a very
intensive look at a child's develop-
mental level. The children have a great
time. The kindergarten teachers who
do the testing interact with the chil-
dren in a very warm, supportive, en-
couraging way: it's like, "Here you're
in school for the first time, and I'm
one of the teachers; I might just be
vour teacher." It's never with the no-
tion that, "Depending on how you
score on that test, it will determine
whether or not vou come to kinder-
garten." Instead, it's, "We're going to
play these games and have lots of
fun."

Another issue you've said is a con-
cern is full-day versus half-day
kindergarten. Is that really a legit-
imate question?

Yes, although it's not simply a ques-
tion of which produces higher
achievement. We have plenty of re-
search showing that children in full-
day kindergarten have higher test
scores, but we also have data showing
no significant difference over time.
There is more research favoring full-
dav, but we have evidence on both
sides. So let's check that one off and
move to other concerns. There are at
least two

The main reason I favor the full-day
kindergarten is that in mv observation
all over the countr. I note that chil-
dren in full-day kindergartens are less
hurried. There's no need to rush and
have the language development group
right this minute. There's no need to
keep children from going to the block
center because if thev do we won't
have time for our colors, our num-
bers, and letter recognition. In the full-
day program it's perfectly fine for Syl-
v\ia to go to the block center: it's okay
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for children to go to the art center
every day; it's wonderful if children
want to go to the housekeeping center
and involve themselves in dramatic
play. So a full-day program allows time
for the kinds of activities that are so
important in the development of chil-
dren of this age.

The second reason I believe that
full-day is needed is a controversial
one; it involves the need for quality
care as well as quality education. I
believe that many children today need
a safe, secure, happy environment, and
that the public schools should provide
it.

Some educators don't like to hear
that kind of talk because we feel
we're professionals; we're respon-
sible for education. The fact that
society has a need is not necessar-
ily our problem; that should be
somebody else's problem.

I understand, but I don't feel that
way at all. Caring for children's physi-
cal, social, and mental needs is all part
of quality care and education. If we
support a child development ap-
proach, then we understand that a
child's social, emotional, and physical
needs are just as important as cogni-
tive needs and, in fact, all are depen-
dent on each other Good quality care
as well as quality education for our
young children will offer the poten-
tial for long-term effects on positive
social behaviors and intellectual
achievement.

children's own interests--by allowing
children to make choices among activ-
ities that are clearly useful and mean-
ingful to them The curriculum in such
a developmental program focuses on
exploration, discovery, and experi-
mentation with hands-on materials

Don't a lot of educators feel that
the idea popular in the '60s of
having children make their own
decisions may have been unwise,
and that teacher-directed instruc-
tion is really more efficient?

Yes, there's definitelv a move awav

able. How can he or she go about
getting it? How open are most
teachers to these ideas?

I find that most teachers are very
open to doing whatever they think will
be helpful for the children in their
classrooms. Most teachers really do
trust and respect children; they sup-
port a child-centered philosophy that
stresses peer interaction, learning by
doing, and positive self-concept devel-
opment. The problem comes with the
support they need, financial and mor-
al. To have a developmental class-
room, you must have a wide variety of
concrete and sensory materials The
classroom needs to be organized with
experiential learning centers that al-
low for differences in learning styles,
that encourage children to explore a
variety of materials and make deci-
sions. In addition to learning centers,
the curriculum in a developmental
classroom is integrated and uses a unit
approach to teaching and learning. It
uses hands-on experiences and inte-
grates math skills in areas such as
cooking and science. It emphasizes
language development. The program
must be flexible enough to help each
child learn according to individual
needs, interests, and abilities.

A principal or administrator must
believe that this kind of experiential
learning is the way children grow, and
must reward teachers through his or
her comments, through his or her
endorsement of materials they need
anti wrnt inAl tkrl~ ... iA .. I, .. ... --

To help administrators know what from student decision making, and for community, "We have a fine programkind of vision they might be a very good reason: many teachers here"
working toward, will you describe tried this approach without incorpo-
how a developmental program rating the appropriate amount of You make it sound as though all
operates? structure that is required. I say that an an administrator has to do is give

Children in the programs that I've experiential, child-centered learning adequate support and It will hap-
worked with spend about a third of environment must be very structured, pen. Is that your experience?
their time on teacher-directed activi- meaning very organized. Teachers Well, the support of an administra-
ties, small group or large group. An- must know what they're doing, and tor is absolutely essential. We do haveother third of the time they work on children must know what they're sup- some strong teachers who are capableactivities assigned to them by the posed to be doing: when and where of moving ahead on their own, but
teacher, and then work independently and how Unless you have a manage- there is a tremendous difference when
or in small groups with other children. ment system that they clearly under- that instructional leader is involved
The remaining third of the time they stand, children will not learn the basic and supports the program.E
work on activities of their choice. skills, will not learn to move from
Now, to organize a program like this one activity to another smoothly, will
you've got to believe that children are not learn to be responsible and
naturally motivated to learn, and that independent. Barbara Day is a Professor and Chair ofnat raly oti at d t l arn a d t at independent. the Department of Teaching and Learning,they learn best when they're able to School of Education, Ueaniv ersitv of Northselect and initiate some of their own Let's say a principal or superin- Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NCactivities. This internal motivator is tendent believes that the kind of 27514 Ronald S. Brandt is Executiveencouraged by basing activities on program you describe is desir- Editor of ASCD
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