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Foreword

In 1996, a consortium of universities, including the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill, the University of California at Los Angeles, the University of Vir-
ginia at Charlottesville, and the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, was funded
to establish the National Center for Early Development and Learning (NCEDL).
Funding for an early childhood research center was authorized through a newly
reorganized Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) within the
U.S. Department of Education (USDE), under the auspices of the National Insti-
tute for Early Childhood Development and Education.

Establishment of the institute and the center represented a major shift in
thinking by the USDE, which prior to that time had very little in the way of
funded research in early childhood. Schooling, and thus research on schooling,
began at kindergarten. It has become increasingly obvious, however, that Amer-
ica’s public schools have an inherent interest in what happens to children before
they enter school. The fact that Congress mandated an early childhood institute
within OERI indicates that the traditional view of education as solely a K~12 en-
terprise is no longer viable. Schools must consider the preparedness of children to
enter school. Likewise, they must also consider their own preparedness to receive,
accept, and support the tremendous diversity of children and families at the point
at which they begin formal schooling.

In developing the NCEDL proposal, we considered a variety of strategies by
which the center could play a national leadership role. In examining the literature,
we realized that knowledge often develops in a parallel fashion as researchers in
separate locations, using a variety of methodologies, address related aspects of a
common problem. At some point in the process of knowledge development, it be-
comes critical for these individuals to come together to discuss research questions,
synthesize findings, and generate ideas about future directions. Such a “synthesis
conference” can have a powerful effect on a field, defining the state of knowledge
in a particular area, and pushing the field forward in new and sometimes unan-
ticipated directions.

We chose the topic of kindergarten transition for one of the first synthesis con-
ferences because of the critical importance of success during the first year of school.
Kindergarten is a context in which children make important conclusions about
schools as a place where they want to be and about themselves as learners vis-a-
vis schools. If no other objectives are accomplished, it is essential that the transition
to school occur in such a way that children and families have a positive view of
the school and that children have a feeling of perceived competence as learners:
“School is okay, and I think that I can make it here.” Unfortunately, many children
and families reach alternative conclusions about school and about their fit with the
school environment during this very first year. Thus the purpose of this conference
was to assess what we know about the transition to school and to generate recom-
mendations for future research, policy, practice, and personnel preparation.

Robert C. Pianta and Martha J. Cox deserve a special note of thanks for their ef-
forts in organizing the conference and in preparing this book. They have assembled

-
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Xvi Foreword

a nationally recognized set of scholars who have attempted to reflect our best think-
ing about these issues of national importance. Hopefully these chapters will serve
as a stimulus for us and for the field to engage in a variety of activities that will help
ensure not only that all children will start school ready to learn, but that they also
experience the beginning of a trajectory toward long-term success in school.

Don Bailey, Ph.D.

Director, Frank Porter Graham Child Development Center
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
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Preface

It is not surprising that the first National Education Goal is to ensure that all chil-
dren start school ready to learn by the year 2000. Children’s experiences as they
enter kindergarten and pass through the early years of school constitute a key life
cycle transition both in and outside of school. During these early years children ac-
quire the attitudes and skills that are powerful determinants for later adaptation.
Available evidence suggests that by the end of the third grade, most children are on
a trajectory of development that they will follow for the remainder of their school
years. Although the early years of school appear to play an important role in chil-
dren’s lives, our knowledge of this period of schooling is limited, especially with re-
spect to the ecology of this transition and factors related to transition outcomes.

This book focuses on this early period of schooling and is derived from “The
Transition to Kindergarten: A Synthesis Conference” held at the University of Vir-
ginia at Charlottesville on February 18-20, 1998. The conference was conducted
under the auspices of the National Center for Early Development and Learning
(NCEDL), funded by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Re-
search and Improvement. The overarching purpose of the NCEDL is to generate
knowledge about the complex ways in which child, family, program, school, and
community variables interact to influence the developing young child. Within this
goal, the center focuses specifically on 1) identifying effective practices in the care
and education of young children and the policies needed to support those prac-
tices, 2) determining the extent to which those practices are being used and why
they are not being used, and 3) testing models for improving practices and out-
comes for children and families.

The conference focused on integrating our knowledge about the transition to
kindergarten. Conference presenters prepared chapters that described the state of
knowledge in a given area related to transition, critical issues in the current state
of knowledge, and an agenda for the future. Four synthesis groups, each formed
from a diverse set of members, including parents, researchers, policy makers,
teachers, and trainers, then discussed the presentations in terms of implications
for policy, practice, training, and research. This book contains both chapters that
formed the bases of the conference presentations as well as chapters that reflect
the discussions and deliberations of the synthesis groups.

Our aim in this book is to provide a comprehensive treatment of an area of
knowledge that has been neglected for too long and is in need of systematic treat-
ment. It is hoped that the text will be helpful to researchers, policy makers, edu-
cators, and practitioners concerned with the education of young children. We
want to help organize and frame the debate on critical issues regarding the early
primary education of an increasingly diverse group of young children.

We have many people to thank for their contributions to these efforts and
their vision of the need to advance knowledge and practice related to the transi-
tion to kindergarten. As the Director of the National Institute on Early Childhood
Development and Education, Dr. Naomi Karp’s support of these efforts has been
critical to the creation of this book. Dr. James Griffin, Education Research Analyst
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for the National Institute on Early Childhood Development and Education,
worked with us in planning and executing this conference. We appreciate his ef-
forts and encouragement. Don Bailey, Director of the NCEDL, originated the idea
of hosting synthesis conferences and was part of the early discussions that gave
rise to the plans for that meeting. In addition, he has been supportive of our ef-
forts on behalf of research on the transition to kindergarten. Marcia Kraft-Sayre,
from the University of Virginia staff, was instrumental in organizing the confer-
ence, coordinating the multitude of preparations and tasks, and ensuring that the
conference ran smoothly. Marcia did a superb job, and we are indebted to her for
her efforts. Louise Cruden, also from the University of Virginia staff, provided
much-needed assistance in terms of clerical support and operation of the meeting.

Robert C. Pianta, Ph.D. Martha J. Cox, Ph.D.
Professor, Curry School of Education Research Professor
University of Virginia University of North Carolina at
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Introduction

An Ecological Approach to Kindergarten Transition

Robert C. Pianta
Sara E. Rimm-Kaufman

Martha J. Cox

Making the transition to formal schooling is of particular importance for children,
families, and schools (Love, Logue, Trudeau, & Thayer, 1992). Almost every school
in the United States has some program or set of practices related to helping ease
this transition, although research indicates that these practices are by and large
cursory and not well-suited to families’ needs (Love et al., 1992; Pianta, Cox, Early,
& Taylor, in press). The National Center for Early Development and Learning
(NCEDL) has undertaken a program of research aimed at helping to understand
the nature and significance of the transition to school and how to best work with
families, schools, and communities to improve outcomes for children during this
period. This chapter provides an overview of the conceptual underpinnings of the
program, which are reflected in the following chapters and which can provide the
impetus for advances in research, policy, teacher training, and practice.

As noted by Meisels, the education of young children, particularly before and
while they make the transition to school, is a “matter of context” (1992, p. 1). Thus,
it is not surprising that the first National Education Goal—"by the Year 2000 all
children will start school ready to learn”—not only emphasizes child-related skills
that promote school success but also notes the importance of family, school, and
community factors (e.g., access to high-quality preschools) that support the de-
velopment of children’s competencies (National Education Goals Panel, 1995).
The slow but consistent progress toward objectives that are agreed upon as indi-
cators of this larger goal (National Education Goals Panel, 1997) is a testament to
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the complexity of being ready to learn. As practitioners, policy makers, trainers,
and researchers approach this national goal, certain tools can help organize the
complexity inherent in being sensitive to context (Pianta & Walsh, 1996). One such
tool is a conceptual model that can provide a view of the problem in a way that
facilitates common understandings and, ultimately, better practice for children.

CONTEXTUALIZING KINDERGARTEN TRANSITION

Consistent with the first National Education Goal, NCEDL has devoted consider-
able attention to understanding and testing ways to improve the transition to
school for children, families, and even schools. An NCEDL conceptual model in
which the transition to school is defined and understood in ecological terms has
provided the foundation for this effort. The NCEDL ecological model borrows
from Bronfenbrenner’s work (see Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), which described
and mapped the various contexts and levels of context that influence children’s
development. It also borrows from the work of Ford and Lerner (1992) and Samer-
off (1995), who described how general systems theory could be used to derive
principles for the functioning of complex developmental systems.

In the NCEDL model, a child’s transition to school is understood in terms of
the influence of contexts (e.g., family, classroom, community) and the connections
among these contexts (e.g., family-school relationships) at any given time and
across time. Yet, for the most part, the transition to school has been approached in
terms of children’s skills and abilities as the key predictors of school success (see
Chapter 3; Pianta & McCoy, 1997).

There are two problems with approaching school transition as a function of
children’s skills and abilities. First, using only children’s skills and abilities as pre-
dictors of early school success (or failure) does not account for the majority of
variability in individual differences in early school adjustment (Laparo & Pianta,
1998; Pianta & McCoy, 1997). Child factors, at best, account for less than 25% of
the variance in kindergarten outcomes (Laparo & Pianta, 1998). Thus, under-
standing child outcomes in kindergarten requires attention to factors other than
just the characteristics of children.

Second, the reality of this transition period involves not only how children
adjust to kindergarten but also how families and schools interact and cooperate
(see Chapter 6; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1998). In most cases, it is not just the
child that makes a transition. That is, transition is a process in which child, fam-
ily, school, and community interrelate across time.

Pianta and Walsh (1996), in their Contextual Systems Model, emphasized that
the transition to kindergarten is fundamentally a matter of establishing a rela-
tionship between the home and the school in which the child’s development is the
key focus or goal. This relationship is influenced by the parents’ economic, edu-
cational, and personal resources; the school’s openness to and communication
with families; and community values and culture (see Chapters 6 and 7). Pianta
and Walsh (1996) raised the explicit hypothesis that the quality of this relationship
is critical for both children and families for whom social or economic resources are
strained or for whom there is a large discrepancy in resources or culture between
school and home.

Understanding the transition to school in ecological terms is also emphasized
in the National Education Goals Panel’s focus on “ready schools.” For example,

ERIC
’s



Introduction 5

the National Education Goals Panel (1998) outlined 10 keys to ready schools. Of
the 10 factors outlined, at least 3 relate directly to an ecological perspective. These
include the following;:

* Ready schools smooth the transition between home and school.

* Ready schools strive for continuity between early care and education pro-
grams and elementary schools.

* Ready schools serve children in communities.

In the discussion of smoothing the transition between home and school, the
National Education Goals Panel noted that all children can benefit from being
supported through the transition to school, even though many children make this
adjustment successfully.

Some districts and schools reach out to local families well before the children
reach age five. In written or personal communications, such districts and schools
may suggest steps that parents can take . .. to ensure that their children get off to
a strong, healthy, start. . .. Many schools have found that home visits by teachers
or principals before children enter school can have a substantial impact on kinder-
gartners’ adjustment; . . . lively and reassuring orientation sessions for parents and
children are also helpful (and) should allow plenty of time for question-and-
answer sessions. . . . Parents need to know that they have a standing invitation to
visit the school. (1998, pp. 6-7)

The language of the panel clearly reflects the kind of relationship focus that
Pianta and Walsh (1996) discussed in that it emphasizes positive connections
among home, preschool, and school that are based on personal contacts prior to
school entry and coordination of curriculum and orientation activities. Nonethe-
less, the National Education Goals Panel also noted that “transition activities like
these are the exception rather than the rule in our public schools” (1998, p. 7). Love
et al. (1992) reported that approximately 20% of the United States’ schools have a
range of transition activities that meet the needs of both families and students for
information and personal contact with the school. An NCEDL national survey of
kindergarten teachers suggested that this rate may be lower yet and is signifi-
cantly lower in African American communities and communities with few eco-
nomic resources (Pianta et al., in press).

In their discussion of the transition to school, Ramey and Ramey (Chapter 8)
list five indicators of a successful transition to kindergarten that also emphasize
the importance of an ecological view. Following are some of these indicators:

* Parents and other key adults show positive attitudes toward the school and
learning in general and act as partners in their children’s learning.

* Teachers and other school personnel recognize and value children’s individual
and cultural differences and provide developmentally appropriate school
experiences.

* Schools, families, and communities are linked in positive and mutually sup-
portive relationships to enhance young children’s well-being and education.
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The model depicted in Figure 1.1 is a graphic illustration of an ecological per-
spective on transition. In this model, various contexts and their interrelationships
across time are brought to our attention. This model gives rise to practices and
policies that facilitate the transition into kindergarten for which there is remark-
able concordance (National Education Goals Panel, 1998). For the most part,
agreement centers on the following three principles for the actions taken by
schools: 1) reach out (link with families and preschools); 2) reach backward in time
(establish links before the first day of school); and 3) reach with appropriate in-
tensity (make personal contacts and home visits) (Pianta, Cox, Early, & Taylor, in
press). These principles generate a range of possible transition practices that can
be implemented in various forms or combinations according to cultural and com-
munity needs and resources (Hartford Foundation for Public Giving, 1997).

In short, an ecological perspective generates a rich and varied set of princi-
ples for understanding and improving the transition to school for a range of chil-
dren, families, and schools. Each chapter in this text uses this model to describe,
in considerable detail, the state of knowledge with respect to particular aspects of
the transition process and implications of this knowledge for the future. The chap-
ters are organized around three core themes:

* Describing early school transitions and their significance
* Describing the ecology of transitions into and through kindergarten

¢ Influencing transition outcomes for children from diverse families and cultures

DESCRIBING EARLY SCHOOL TRANSITIONS AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE

Questions such as the following raise issues of stratification in early schooling,
readiness for school, and equity in early school environments: How is kinder-
garten different from preschool? Do the events that occur in children’s lives dur-
ing this period have significance for their later school success? How does the
reader know if a child is succeeding in the transition process? Describing early
school transitions involves attention to these issues, each of which is addressed by
the next three chapters in Section I.

Stratification

In spite of attempts to equalize educational outcomes and processes for children
of all ages, particularly children who are just beginning school, considerable evi-

Preschool Kindergarten

TeachQS\ <—>/Peers -E_T Teacher\ <—>/
(Child) — (Child>
/\ | | S ™\

Neighborhood «¢— Family ——- Neighborhood -——=  Family

Peers

Figure 1.1.  An ecological model of transition.
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Introduction 7

dence exists that suggests that child outcomes during transition to school replicate
the fault lines of culture and society in general (see Chapter 2). African American
children, children from low-income families, and children from nondominant cul-
tures are vastly overrepresented in the many forms of “failure” that are present in
the first few years of school, including retention, special education, and academic
and behavior problems.

It has been noted that children often experience a clash of cultures as they
move from home to school. Teachers’ expectations about children from minority
or impoverished backgrounds can shape interactions between children and teach-
ers in ways that have an impact on achievement. Moreover, educational resources
are not evenly distributed across schools or neighborhoods.

In Chapter 2, Entwisle and Alexander present a summary of their work on
the relationships between social structure and child outcomes in the early school
years and onward. They describe the process of stratification of children’s early
school success in terms of both neighborhood-level factors that often determine
the quality of elementary schools and in terms of the role that time in school plays
for children, especially those from low-income or minority families. With respect
to the time-in-school issue, Entwisle and Alexander posit that all children, re-
gardless of achievement status at the time of school entry, make similar progress
as a function of exposure to the school curriculum during the academic year.
However, summer vacation differentially affects children from low-income or mi-
nority families and is thus implicated in stratification. Their conclusions have con-
siderable implications for the organization of the school-year schedule and how
communities plan for the location and catchment areas of elementary schools.

Readiness

No discussion of the transition to school would be complete without addressing
the concept of readiness. Interest in the concept of readiness reflects a broader in-
terest in understanding and describing the children who come to school and their
educational needs. This task of characterizing the competencies of the population
of children who enter school is fraught with pitfalls and challenges yet remains a
critical need if national educational policy is to have an influence on young chil-
dren. Also, in entering school, children enter a system of evaluation for the first
time and are scrutinized in terms of their skills, abilities, and characteristics. Their
skills and abilities are compared with performance standards and either meet or
fall short of what is expected. Therefore, it is clear why readiness is so often used
in discussions of children’s skills and abilities in the early school years.

In Chapter 3, Meisels provides a critical discussion of the concept of readiness—
how it is defined and assessed and the consequences of these decisions for chil-
dren. This chapter is critical to an understanding of the transition to school be-
cause it carefully “unpacks” this term which is so often invoked at local, state, and
national levels to characterize the transition process.

Equity

Addressing the first National Education Goal requires a comprehensive, national-
level focus on kindergarten environments, staffing, and programs. The question,
“To what do children transition?” directly affects discussions of kindergarten tran-
sition. It is critical to have an accurate picture of the environments provided to
children in kindergarten in order to advance discussions of policy, practice, and
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8 Pianta, Rimm-Kautman, and Cox

teacher training. One course of action to provide such a picture involves using na-
tional survey data. In Chapter 4, Zill uses such data to describe parental satisfac-
tion, the quality of the teaching staff, parental involvement, teacher beliefs and
practices, and teachers’ views of key outcomes for children as they transition to
school. In the context of providing a national-level perspective on these issues, Zill
also identifies key features of the school context that vary by income, ethnicity,
and region. Thus, these national survey data shed light on issues of equity and ac-
cess to educational resources in the early school years that in turn relate to the dis-
cussions of stratification and readiness in Chapters 2-3.

DESCRIBING THE ECOLOGY OF TRANSITIONS
INTO AND THROUGH THE EARLY SCHOOL YEARS

Contexts that surround each child change as he or she makes the transition to kin-
dergarten. The ecology of the kindergarten classroom is different from that of the
preschool or home environment. Community and neighborhood, school, family-
school interactions, and teacher and parent expectations all change as children
move through this transition. Because these interrelated changes occur in such a
short period of time, the transition to school for many families and children is itself
a somewhat unique ecology. In addition, the transition process is so heavily influ-
enced by community and cultural factors that it in turn is influenced by the ecol-
ogy in which it occurs. Section I addresses the ecology of transitions into school.

Consider some of the changes that occur in the home-school relationship as
children go to school. First, parents may exercise less freedom to choose their
child’s kindergarten compared with the way in which they may have selected their
child’s preschool. Furthermore, kindergarten may serve more diverse populations
compared with more homogeneous populations often found in preschools. These
changes affect the nature of interactions between parents and their children’s
schools. For example, parental contact with kindergarten teachers and adminis-
trators is more formalized and more likely to address learning and/or social prob-
lems compared with the kind of interaction that occurs between parents and
preschool teachers (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1999). Parents, too, experience con-
siderable change in the organization and nature of their day-to-day experiences
(Pianta & Sayre, in press).

Three central aspects of the ecology of the transition to school are fundamen-
tal to any discussion on the subject. Consistent with the model depicted in Fig-
ure 1.1 and addressed in Section II, these are kindergarten classroom contexts and
practices, relationships between families and schools, and the role that schools
play in the context of changing communities and families.

Kindergarten Classroom Contexts and Practices

No area of preschool/early elementary education discourse is as controversial and
divisive as that of classroom practices. Understanding the significance of class-
room practices for the transition process requires describing the dimensions of
classroom practice that often polarize discussion. A critical and integrative view of
early school practices is necessary to address forward-looking issues such as stan-
dards and personnel preparation.

In Chapter 5, Graue provides a cogent analysis of kindergarten contexts in
terms of the actual practices that are conducted with children. This chapter squarely
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addresses some of the issues that polarize discussions of early childhood educa-
tion, such as the division between developmentally appropriate practice and direct in-
struction as they pertain to the quality of children’s experiences in kindergarten.
The chapter bridges the discussion of Section I, which focuses in part on policy
debates and survey data, with the real-life experiences of children and teachers
in schools.

Relationships Between Families and Schools

The most important aspect of the ecology of transition is the family. Evidence sug-
gests that schools have little to no direct or personalized contact with families
prior to the time children enter school (Pianta et al., in press). However, it is
widely recognized that families play a critical, if not central, role in the success of
young children in school. However, it is essential that our understanding of the
role of families advance beyond simple notions of “parent involvement” to iden-
tify the key process-level roles that families play vis-a-vis the school.

In Chapter 6, Christenson adopts a developmental perspective on the role of
home and school contexts in supporting children’s learning. This analysis illumi-
nates elements that cut across family and school boundaries to support student
learning. Christenson then discusses the roles and responsibilities of families and
schools in relation to these common elements. Such a discussion moves beyond
simple notions of parent involvement to a larger view of how families and schools
operate within a common developmental system to sustain children’s progress,
growth, and health. This analysis is unique among discussions of home-school re-
lations and has enormous implications for the training of teachers, transition poli-
cies, and practices in schools.

Changing Schools to Reflect Changes in the Community

A community-level view of programming and intervention provides an even
broader perspective on the ecology of kindergarten transitions. To be sensitive to
community-level processes, the discussion of the transition to school must ac-
knowledge the ways in which communities shape families and child develop-
ment, the mechanisms by which social capital and resources are distributed within
and across communities, and how natural supports can be mobilized at the com-
munity level to strengthen families.

In Chapter 7, Melton and colleagues draw from their experiences in commu-
nity support and reform to address the role of communities in the transition to
school. This chapter presents a view of schools that is fundamentally different
from how most schools are currently organized. In this view, schools and com-
munity resources are so closely intertwined that boundaries are blurred and con-
cepts such as transition become less salient. The chapter has implications for how
schools, families, and communities work together on behalf of children. Providing
culturally sensitive, comprehensive services cannot be accomplished without con-
sidering community-level processes.

INFLUENCING TRANSITION OUTCOMES FOR
CHILDREN FROM DIVERSE FAMILIES AND CULTURES

The transition to school can be a particularly difficult (and extremely important)
period for African American children, children with disabilities, or children from
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10 Pianta, Rimm-Kaufman, and Cox

low-income families, when compared with children who do not share these char-
acteristics. Often, the relatively poor outcomes of these children have led to them
being characterized as at risk. Along with this characterization is a range of asso-
ciated concerns about labeling and self-fulfilling expectations. Just as pernicious,
the positive outcomes of children from such groups have been designated as a
product or indicator of resilience. In both cases, risk and resilience are presented
as if they were properties of a child.

Risk and resilience, however, must be thought of as a process involving in-
teractions between the child and context (Resnick, 1994). Risk and resilience are
not characteristics of a child, family, or school but are products of a process in-
volving the interactions among them. Unfortunately, children in poverty, African
American children, and children with disabilities are among those for whom these
interactions most often fail to produce success. Understanding the mechanisms re-
sponsible for these outcomes and influencing them to the extent that they produce
success is arguably the single largest task facing education in the United States at
the start of the 21st century. Section III focuses on issues of diversity in relation to
the transition to school.

Children at Risk Due to Poverty

Decades of experience in designing and evaluating early childhood interventions
for children and families in poverty has given rise to a model for influencing
kindergarten transition processes in these populations. No investigators have con-
tributed more to this endeavor than Ramey and Ramey, the authors of Chapter 8.
In this chapter, the Rameys present a model for understanding and influencing the
transition to school for children in poverty. This model draws upon experience
with the Abecedarian early intervention project and with influencing transition
outcomes for children enrolled in Head Start. In particular, the model addresses
the nature, timing, and intensity of interventions, among other issues.

Children with Disabilities

A great deal can be learned about the transition to school from the years of expe-
rience with special education legislation, policy, and practice. Transition issues for
the significant population of children with disabilities, as well as for other risk and
nonrisk populations, are quite similar. Also, transition practices have long been
mandated by special education law; thus an analysis of the special education lit-
erature can provide a unique and informative window on discussions of transi-
tion for the general population. In Chapter 9, Wolery uses the past 10 years of ex-
perience with special education for preschool children to inform the debate on
transition issues.

Evidence from this literature addresses transition issues such as curriculum,
assessment, and parent—school collaboration. Most important, this discussion is
based on actual data aggregated from systematic attempts to influence transition
policies and practices. The chapter has substantial implications for personnel
preparation, policy, and practice that affect a range of children.

Children from Low-Income Families and Diverse Cultures

Significant levels of early educational failure exist in children from minority cul-
tures in the United States. This serious national dilemma has received much at-
tention in a variety of contexts, and how classroom practices affect the outcomes
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of these children is of paramount importance. In Chapter 10, Bowman presents an
analysis of kindergarten classroom practices with respect to children from diverse
minority cultures and explains how these practices exacerbate or ameliorate the
difficulties that these children encounter as they enter school.

Factors related to school success for children from cultural and ethnic mi-
norities are particularly important as a focus for discussion on transition. Such
discussions raise serious challenges to teacher training programs, funding and
staffing policies, and discussions of curriculum in the early grades. The chapter
continues themes raised in previous chapters regarding the need for a better
trained work force, increased sensitivity to families, and differential distribution
of resources. '

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH, POLICY,
PRACTICE, AND PERSONNEL PREPARATION

A central organizing theme for this book was the need to synthesize knowledge
from diverse areas to derive implications for four fundamental activities related to
early childhood education: research, policy making, practice, and the preparation
of teachers and other personnel. Section IV presents summaries of discussions
held by four synthesis groups, one for each of the activities noted previously.
These groups, composed of parents, researchers, policy makers, program direc-
tors, and teachers, held discussions that were in turn compiled and integrated into
the four chapters that comprise Section IV.

Finally, in Chapter 15, the editors identify four key trends that will affect re-
search, policy, practice, and training in relation to the transition to school. These
four trends—the use of an ecological/developmental model in conceptualizing ed-
ucational processes, the increasing diversity of American children, the proliferation
of public school prekindergarten programs, and the movement toward account-
ability—will each shape how the nation approaches public education for young
children during the first decade of the 21st century. In this chapter, the effects that
each of these trends have on approaches to kindergarten transition are discussed.

CONCLUSION

An ecological perspective on the transition to kindergarten provides researchers,
policy makers, and educators with a powerful tool for analysis and synthesis of
an issue that is of national significance. Although this perspective is more complex
than a child-centered perspective that views the transition to kindergarten simply
in terms of the abilities and skills that children bring with them on their first day
of school, it has advantages for advancing theory and practice in an area that, by
definition, must address the interaction of families, children, schools, and com-
munities. The following chapters provide strong support for the ecological model
and, more important, delineate the particular contributions of the model to a
broad set of national issues related to the education of young children.
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Chapter 2

Farly Schooling and Social Stratification

Doris R. Entwisle
Karl L. Alexander

This chapter discusses children’s early schooling and social stratification in order
to shed light on how early schooling of children in the United States shapes the
social patterns of both the community and the nation. The major question this
chapter seeks to answer is, How can early schooling provide advantages for some
children and disadvantages for others that then reinforce the sorting of individu-
als into the hierarchical layers that are characteristic of the United States and all
other human societies?

The intellectual legacies undergirding this chapter draw from three main tra-
ditions. The first, “mainstream child development,” is probably the most familiar.
It begins where projects such as the Collaborative Perinatal Study (Broman,
Nicholls, & Kennedy, 1985) leave off when they conclude that social factors out-
weigh biological or medical factors in explaining children’s success in school. The
second, a subfield of the study of status attainment in sociology, focuses on how
social resources of families, schools, and communities support schooling and
thereby eventually influence children’s occupational attainment as adults. The
third tradition is life course research that emphasizes the means by which chil-
dren’s early schooling can produce social inequality at later points in the life cycle.

Regarding the first legacy, child developmentalists belatedly came to realize
that long-term, large-scale research in natural environments is needed to fully un-
derstand children’s development. For example, in the mid-1950s, the National
Collaborative Perinatal Study (Broman et al., 1985) began to monitor children
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14 Entwisle and Alexander

born into 50,000 families in 14 sites scattered across the United States to see how
specific perinatal medical events affected their development over the long term.
The hypothesis stated that connections between medical events surrounding the
birth and children’s developmental disorders would exist. However, by the time
the children in the study were 4 years old, their intellectual status was far better
explained by 8 variables related to their social status than by any of the 161 bio-
medical variables that assessed the condition of both mothers and children during
the first year after birth (Broman, Nicholls, & Kennedy, 1975). Using a later as-
sessment of the same children at age 7, Sameroff summarized the findings as fol-
lows: The “primary causal factors [of poor performance] reside not in the child’s
biomedical history but in . . . the social context of development; . . . lower socio-
economic status (SES), less maternal education, higher birth order and larger fam-
ily size related to higher rates of academic failure” (1985, p. ix). For purposes of
this chapter, the importance of the perinatal study is its conclusion that poor per-
formance early in school is prompted by social disadvantage. This conclusion lays
the groundwork for explaining how that disadvantage can be handed down from
one generation to the next.

The second intellectual legacy comes from the field of sociology and stems di-
rectly from concerns about social inequity. At about the same time that main-
stream child developmentalists were becoming convinced that children’s social
environments strongly affected their development, sociologists began to seriously
study how one generation confers social status upon the next (Blau & Duncan,
1967). In every society, individuals sort themselves into occupations of varying
prestige, and these prestige orderings are almost perfectly matched from one so-
ciety to the next. In the United States, educational credentials govern much of this
sorting, and sociologists found that they could account for more of the variance in
educational attainment than in occupational attainment. As a result, a minor in-
dustry developed with the aim of modeling the process of educational attainment.

Models of educational attainment were confined mainly to the secondary
school years because these years are closer to when status attainment occurs. Even
though children’s school performance in secondary school was predicted by per-
formance in elementary school, the early grades of elementary school were ne-
glected, in part because of difficulties in administering surveys to primary-age chil-
dren. Because these early years set the stage for all that follows, neglecting research
on schooling in the earliest grades has seriously undercut the general understand-
ing of how social inequality is created and maintained. In reality, stratification in
early schooling forecasts stratification in later schooling. Several studies link first-
grade marks or preschool attendance to a broad range of outcomes in adulthood.

A third intellectual legacy, and the most fundamental to this chapter, is re-
search that takes a life course approach, beginning with Elder’s (1974) Children of
the Great Depression. Life course studies testify to the crucible nature of the social
context in which children’s early development occurs and to how this early de-
velopment places children on the various pathways that take them to their adult
social positions. When Elder (1974) traced the connections between family income
loss in the Great Depression and children’s life chances, he found that, in families
with equally severe economic deprivation, daughters in working-class families
had less chance for higher education than daughters of middle-class families. In
other words, social class background mediated the schooling decisions that vari-
ous depression-era families made. Similar studies inquired how a mother’s being
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on welfare affects an adolescent’s psychological well-being (Furstenberg, Frank,
Brooks-Gunn, & Morgan, 1987) or how the social and economic resources in neigh-
borhoods affect children’s cognitive development (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson,
1994). In both these instances, the social context (family and neighborhood, re-
spectively) strongly impinges on children’s development. A life course approach
thus focuses attention on the social processes that explain why family SES can pre-
dict children’s ability to profit from school, as found in the perinatal study. This
approach also focuses on how the family’s economic level affects children’s edu-
cational attainment, as found in status attainment research. While all three tradi-
tions contribute to explaining variations in human development that are linked to
social stratification, the life course approach places more emphasis on explaining
how social stratification relates to young children’s schooling than do the other
two traditions.

TRANSITION ISSUES

Curiously, there is no generally accepted term for the transition that occurs when
children begin their formal schooling, and its critical nature for early development
has been largely overlooked by the public and policy makers alike. Its significance
as a life transition has attracted almost no attention from social science re-
searchers. Yet, in first grade, children assume the full role of student, with a new
set of supervisors (teachers, principals, other school personnel), a new set of peers
(fellow students), and a new set of role obligations. This new role is one that chil-
dren will occupy for many years, and their early performance in this role deter-
mines much of the later sorting of adults into occupational categories. Starting
first grade forces children to expand and refine their concepts of themselves and
to monitor their relations with other people more carefully. It thus engenders the
child’s reorientation from "home child” to “school child” by fostering develop-
ment of new interpersonal relations.

The organization of elementary schools closely parallels the social fault lines
in the larger society; therefore, children who are well off are schooled together, as
are those who are not so well off. Yet this organization of elementary schools in
terms of the social parameters of the larger society is virtually ignored.

Basis of Rewards

Perhaps the most critical feature of the early school transition is that the basis of
rewards changes. Once children leave the protective circle of the family and enter
school, they are rated according to how well they do compared with other chil-
dren, whereas they were previously evaluated mainly in terms of how well they
did with respect to their own past record. For this reason, they were always rated
positively—as 4-year-olds they were naturally bigger and more capable than
when they were 3-year-olds. Furthermore, success in school supposedly depends
on academic performance, but children soon discover that they are rated on their
ability to please the teacher, to impress peers, and to forecast others’ reactions, as
well as on their ability to read and perform arithmetic. Feedback comes from
many sources—teachers, principals, and classmates—and much of it is evaluative.
To be successful, children must learn to differentiate carefully among evaluators
according to age and social status. Approval from some classmates does not carry
the same cachet as approval from others.
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16 Eniwisle and Alexander

Children quickly learn that they are being evaluated but are often confused
about what it is that matters (Dornbusch & Scott, 1975). As Finn noted,

In school [the child] first discovers that not all students receive the same reactions
from the teacher, the principal or from others. At this age, the reactions to him [or
her] are not colored by his [or her] achievement record so much perhaps, as by his
[or her] sex, color, physical appearance, or his [or her] exhibiting proper—that is,
docile—behavior. (1972, p. 395)

Children may be placed in the lowest reading group because they did not
take a readiness test or because of the unreliability of the screening test used. Their
marks may even depend on what an older sibling has done (Seaver, 1973). The
possibility that their physical appearance or linguistic style will differ from that of
their classmates is outside children’s control because it depends on who their
classmates happen to be. However, it makes a considerable difference in how
some children are treated. In some schools with large enrollments of children who
are poor, a child who gets a B in reading may be placed at the head of the class,
but in other schools a B may be an undesirable mark.

Decelerating Growth Curves

Relatively small differences among children’s performance levels and adjustment
to school during the first-grade transition not only persist but become more pro-
nounced over time. Children’s gains on standardized tests over elementary school
vary directly with their families” economic resources (see Entwisle, Alexander, &
Olson, 1997). Children whose families have more resources start school with higher
test scores, so relatively small differences among children of various SES exist from
the start. However, the longer children stay in school, the wider these gaps become.

It is also important to note that, as children grow older, the number of points
they gain on standardized tests diminishes each year (Entwisle & Alexander, 1996;
Schneider 1980). Because increments in test scores are much greater in the lower
grades than in the higher grades, effects of social inequality on development will
be greatest in the early grades. The deceleration in children’s cognitive growth
during the grade-school years is not a new phenomenon (see 1916 data on speed
of silent reading or the 1944 Stanford Achievement Test scores in Stephens [1956)),
but its implications for schooling are generally overlooked. As one obvious corol-
lary, the short-term pay-offs for interventions designed to help children in the
early years are likely to be greater than later interventions. Another corollary is
that, even though yearly gains on test scores diminish, the variance across test
scores inevitably grows larger. A larger variance across test scores in the higher
elementary school grades increases the ability of first-grade scores to predict fifth-
or sixth-grade scores as compared with the ability of scores from first grade to pre-
dict second- or third-grade scores. In other words, test scores in first grade are bet-
ter predictors of later than earlier scores.

Social development is rapid from ages 6 to 8 in part because cognitive devel-
opment is also rapid. For example, 6- and 7-year-olds are becoming independent
from their families. They learn how to find their way around their neighborhoods,
monitor their own activities in a limited way, and operate separately from their
families during the school day. Unlike parents, teachers, who are the “significant

" other” during the school day, respond to children’s social class and ethnic-
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ity. They constantly compare children with one another, if not always in terms of
physical coordination or physical attractiveness, certainly in terms of mental
quickness, cooperativeness, and savoir faire. Children who slip easily into the stu-
dent role enhance their own development. A child who has the temperament and
inclination to fit in well gets better marks and gains more on standardized tests
in the early grades than a child who does not (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988).

But “fitting in” is a two-way street. Teachers’ own social origins influence
how they react to students. Other things being equal, higher-status teachers tend
to rate children from low-income or minority families lower than they rate other
children in terms of maturity and classroom behavior, and they also tend to hold
lower expectations for these children. Not surprisingly, children’s gains on stan-
dardized tests and marks in first grade are depressed by such teacher disaffection
(Alexander, Entwisle, & Thompson, 1987). In short, because social distance be-
tween teachers and their first-grade students can lead students to achieve less, it
generates inequality of outcomes.

Administrative Practices

Early administrative placement of children, which reflects social structure in the
larger society, has serious long-term consequences. Compared with other chil-
dren, and all else being equal, males, minority group members, and/or children
of low SES more often fail a grade or enter special education classes in elementary
school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1994; Bianchi, 1984; Entwisle & Alexander,
1988). Once placed in special education programs or retained in a grade, children
seldom rejoin the classmates with whom they began school. Later, these same chil-
dren are more likely to drop out of high school (Consortium of Longitudinal Stud-
ies, 1983). Thus, the early grades are critical because whether children meet chal-
lenges at this time has serious, long-lasting consequences (e.g., Alexander et al.,
1994; Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992; Entwisle & Hayduk, 1988; Kerckhoff, 1993;
Pedersen, Faucher, & Eaton, 1978).

Although the cumulativeness of school performance has never been in doubt,
the actual data to support this link are only now beginning to emerge. By the end
of third grade, achievement test scores are fairly stable and the quality of chil-
dren’s performance by then is usually a good indicator of future school perfor-
mance. In the standardization sample for the California Achievement Test (CAT;
1979) battery, third-grade reading scores obtained in the fall of the school year cor-
relate highly (.87) with the scores the following spring. The similar correlation for
the mathematics scores is .84. These correlations are close to the reliability of the
test, so they are at a practical ceiling. Husén’s (1969) large cross-national study
also showed that both intelligence scores and teachers’ ratings in third grade are
strong predictors of children’s long-term educational careers. Kraus (1973), who
followed children in New York City for more than 20 years, found that the most
significant predictor of adult status was the score obtained on third-grade reading
achievement tests. Weller, Schnittjer, and Tuten (1992) likewise reported a corre-
lation of .57 between a reading readiness test given at the start of first-grade
and tenth-grade reading and math tests (see also Butler, Marsh, Sheppard, &
Sheppard, 1985).

Children’s marks in first grade strongly forecast marks throughout elemen-
tary school and, in some ways, are an even more reliable predictor of future
performance than test scores because they are sensitive to the child’s gender,

@ ‘hnicity, and economic background. For instance, a random sample of African
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18 Entwisle and Alexander

American first-graders in Baltimore in 1982 (Entwisle & Alexander, 1988) received
marks that were approximately one fifth of a grade lower than their Caucasian
classmates. These children were statistically equated across a range of other char-
acteristics, including their standardized test scores when they began first grade
and their socioeconomic backgrounds (Entwisle & Alexander, 1988).

The cumulative nature of schooling and the persistence of early rankings
make it essential to determine how social inequality affects children’s transition
into full-time schooling because inequities at that point translate into disadvan-
tage all along the line. Long before secondary school, the effects of social inequal-
ity on schooling must already have taken hold. From this vantage point, it is ironic
that studies of social inequality in education have focused mainly on high school
when the time for counteracting these inequities has mostly passed.

Beginning School Study

This chapter draws heavily on the Beginning School Study (BSS), using data from
the study throughout the chapter to help fill gaps in the literature or to provide
specific examples. A word of caution is therefore in order. This chapter is not
meant to be a balanced or encyclopedic treatment of schooling. Instead, it is a
highly selective discussion of some aspects of elementary schooling that are
linked to social inequality and that 1) have effects on young children that are ei-
ther currently underestimated or misunderstood, and 2) make reference to fairly
new and sometimes counter-zeitgeist ideas.

Space does not permit a full description of the study in this chapter (see
Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Entwisle et al., 1997). The BSS began in 1982, when it
recruited a two-stage random sample of approximately 800 Baltimore youth. It
has since followed them from the time they began first grade to the present (1999).
Most of the BSS examples in this chapter are from the elementary school years, but
the availability of data on the middle and high school performance of these same
individuals permits examination of some longer-term outcomes. Approximately
one half of the children were African American and one half were Caucasian. The
range in family economic resources across both ethnic groups was considerable,
with some parents in both groups having attended college (21% Caucasian, 30%
African American). Sixty-seven percent of students were eligible for meal subsidy
(54% Caucasian, 77% African American).

Strictly speaking, this study’s findings can be generalized only to Baltimore
and only to the mid-1980s. However, Baltimore typifies large eastern U.S. cities
with large minority populations and high poverty rates. Caution is still necessary
because, unlike other eastern cities, in Baltimore, African Americans comprised
the majority of the population, and other minority populations combined ac-
counted for only 1.3% at that time.

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND SCHOOLING

Rigid social stratification is in place when children begin their formal schooling or
even before, yet much of the social sorting at this point in life is overlooked. For
one reason, there are still few national data on children’s schooling prior to
kindergarten. Also, as mentioned, sociologists have been preoccupied with how
socioeconomic stratification affects secondary schooling rather than elementary
schooling. Research with secondary students says little about schooling for
Q
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Early Schooling and Social Stratification 19

younger students because of differences in the capabilities and developmental
needs of children in middle childhood as compared with those in adolescence
and, even more, because the organizational patterns of elementary schools are
quite different from those of secondary schools. Having said that, it must also be
stated that the larger demographic trends that undercut children’s performance in
secondary school certainly have negative consequences for younger children’s
schooling as well.

The ways that children’s SES, their family structure, and the organization of
their elementary schools affect their development over the first few years of
school represent a key means by which social inequality impinges on young chil-
dren’s development. At the elementary level, the boundaries of school catchment
areas follow the contours of neighborhoods. Where children live dictates the
schools they attend. For these reasons, elementary schools are the logical place to
look for evidence about how inequity maps onto schooling. In fact, social disad-
vantage maps onto social inequities in schooling most noticeably at the start, and
children’s relative standing when they begin school is replicated when they finish.
To wait until high school to determine how social disadvantage affects a youth’s
schooling, or how to counter it, is to wait too long.

A major source of social inequity is that elementary schools are exceedingly
homogeneous in terms of their students’ socioeconomic background. The bound-
aries of U.S. neighborhoods faithfully mirror the fault lines in the larger society,
and elementary schools function along lines dictated by the socioeconomic char-
acteristics of the neighborhoods in which they are located rather than along lines
determined by the school’s own educational goals. Children who live in good
neighborhoods effectively land on a fast academic track because their parents and
teachers perceive them and treat them as “high-ability” children, whereas children
who live in poor neighborhoods land on a slow academic track because they are
perceived and treated as “low-ability” children. The myth that elementary schools
share the same curriculum is false. Even when all schools use the same lesson
plans and textbooks, as in Baltimore City, the SES of the neighborhood determines
the way instruction proceeds and the quality of life children experience in their
classrooms. The remainder of this section discusses how these inequities arise.

The Faucet Theory

In the United States, schools are organized around the calendar. They are in ses-
sion during the fall, winter, and spring (about 9 months) but closed in the summer
(about 3 months). The episodic nature of schooling creates a strategic advantage
for studying the process of children’s cognitive growth because the opening and
closing of schools produces a “natural experiment.” When schools are in session,
they turn on the “resource faucet.” Schools thus provide resources to promote chil-
dren’s cognitive development during the school year but not during the summer,
and the intermittent character of schooling clarifies how the resources provided by
homes, neighborhoods, and schools dovetail in support of cognitive growth.

The Coleman report (Coleman et al., 1966) and many subsequent large-scale
studies concluded that home influences were far more important than school in-
fluences for determining differences in children’s achievement. Although this con-
clusion is absolutely true, when students are evaluated on tests given only once
per year, the exact role of home resources in producing differences in children’s
learning is hard to see. During the school year, both schools and families can fos-
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20 Entwisle and Alexander

ter children’s academic development. During the summer, however, schools are
closed, and only home and neighborhood resources are available to support chil-
dren’s development.

Children who are poor in the BSS, on average, do as well as or better than their
better-off classmates when schools are open in the winter (Entwisle et al., 1997).
Only in summer do children who are poor fall behind. Because children of all fam-
ily backgrounds gain equally on achievement tests in elementary schools over the
periods when school is in session, strong evidence exists to support the idea that
home resources do not reinforce school resources but instead supplant them.

SES is strongly correlated with how much children learn in total, but it does
not affect how much children learn while they are in school, judging from data in
the BSS (see Entwisle et al., 1997). When elementary schools are in session, chil-
dren of all SES levels move ahead at the same average pace on standardized tests
of reading and math. Only when schools are not in session do children whose
families are better off move ahead of children whose families are poor (see Table
2.1). The small differences in achievement levels that correlate with family SES
when BSS children started first grade provide an initial advantage to higher-SES
children. These small differences are present because until the time when children
start school, their development depends mainly on family resources, and some
families are able to provide more resources than others. After formal schooling be-
gins, these initial differences increase, because even though the children who are
poor keep pace in winter, the better-off children pull farther ahead of the children
who are poor each summer. Better-off children have the resources to continue

Table 2.1.  Seasonal test score gains in reading and math for Years 1 through 5 by average
meal subsidy of school* (Baltimore Beginning Schoo! Study)
Winter gains Summer gains
Low-SES® High-SES Low-SES High-SES
schools Hest  schools schools Hest  schools
Reading
Year | 50.9 61.7 -7.3 b 12.0
Year 2 50.6 b 38.8 -5.5 b 8.7
Year 3 33.8 31.3 -0.5 b 11.4
Yeor 4 36.5 32.2 4.4 54
Year 5 255 257 0.4 -1.5
Average 41.3 379 -1.7 7.2
Math
Year | 50.4 47.1 -77 b 5.3
Year 2 43.6 41.6 -6.1 b 3.1
Year 3 35.2 36.9 1.0 -5
Year 4 32.0 36.3 5.6 4.0
Year 5 250 29.4 -0.4 3.0
Average 37.2 38.3 -1.5 3.0

*Percent of children on meol subsidy used 1o define SES fevel of school.
9SES, socioeconomic stotus.
bp< .05.

39



Early Schooling and Social Stratification 21

learning outside school during the summer, whereas children who are poor do
not. By the end of elementary school, the BSS found that the average achievement
gaps between children who were better off and children who were poor increased
noticeably as a result of the differential gains during the summers, despite the fact
that all children learned equivalent amounts when schools were in session. Eco-
nomic disability in the parents’ generation thereby leads to educational disability
in the children’s generation via unequal achievement growth during the summer
(and before school starts).

To show how children’s test score gains relate to the calendar, the 20 BSS
schools are grouped according to the percentage of children in each school on meal
subsidy. The 10 "low-SES” schools and 10 “high-SES” schools are then identified.
When their gains on standardized tests of reading comprehension are tallied sep-
arately over winters and summers, the BSS children, on average, gained the same
amounts on standardized tests during the school year regardless of whether they
attended high- or low-SES schools (see Table 2.1). For example, in the first winter,
children attending low-SES schools gained approximately 60 points in reading
comprehension and those in high-SES schools gained approximately 62 points.
These averages do not differ significantly. In the summer after first grade, how-
ever, children in high-SES schools gained 12 points, whereas those in low-SES
schools lost 7 points. Despite the equal gains that low- and high-SES children
made during the school years, children in low-SES schools (who had started
school a little behind on these tests) were treated as though they had “low ability.”

Table 2.2 shows that the children in the low-SES schools were given lower
marks, held back more often, and in other ways rated less favorably by teachers
than were the high-SES children. In other words, even though the low-SES chil-
dren, on average, gained as many points on standardized reading comprehension
tests during the first-grade school year as the high-SES children, children in low-

Table 2.2, Ratings of children’s firskgrade performance by socioeconomic status (SES) level of
school (Baltimore Beginning School Study)

SES level of school, Fall 1982
(% meal subsidy)®

low SESP High SESP

Mean S0 Mean SD
Reading mark, quarter 1 1.64 58 2.15 74
Reading mark, quarter 4 1.94 73 2.65 95
Math mark, quarter | 1.99 75 2.52 85
Math mark, quarter 4 2.26 .86 2.88 .90
Proportion retained, year 1 .22 42 1 31
Reading instruction level, quarter 1¢ 1.93 51 2.21 .80
Reading insiruction level, quarter 4¢ 3.69 1.12 4.29 96

@Percent of children on meol subsidy in eoch school used lo define SES level of school. The 20 schools
ore divided info “low SES” {10 schools with highest meol subsidy rote) ond "high SES” (10 schools with low-
est meol subsidy rote}.

bFor low-SES schools, somple sizes ronge from 355 to 405; for high-SES schaols, somple sizes ronge from
33210 349.

€1 = reodiness, 2 = preprimer, 3 = primer, 4 = level 1, 5 = level 2, 6 = level 3.
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SES schools did not experience the same rewards as children in high-SES schools.
They were treated in terms of their scores when they began first grade rather than
in terms of the progress they made. They gained as much or more than high-SES
children once they started first grade, but because their home background was of
a relatively low SES and their initial scores were a little lower to begin with, they
were treated as less capable than other children. It is hard to imagine a clearer case
of social inequity.

Not only was their actual school progress ignored, but also the children who
were poor attended schools in neighborhoods where facilities were inferior to
those in better neighborhoods. In Baltimore, even brand-new elementary schools
that enroll mainly children who are poor are set in the midst of old rowhouses and
tenements surviving from the 19th century, with bars and liquor stores in close
proximity. The schools that enroll children who are economically advantaged are
set on expanses of grass, among single-family houses with well-kept lawns and
shrubbery, generally removed from commercial activity. Even when they share the
same school district, as in Baltimore City, elementary schools in the disadvantaged
inner city are far different social institutions from schools in well-to-do neighbor-
hoods. These differences among elementary schools lead to a quality of life within
schools that is distinctive, and this stratification across schools undermines their
effectiveness as social equalizers. Schools are remarkably successful at promoting
all children’s cognitive growth when in session, but from the earliest days of first
grade this is overlooked.

Thus, the first-grade transition, a key life stage for understanding schooling,
has to be a bumpy ride for children at the low end of the socioeconomic scale. So-
ciety confuses their uneven growth trajectories—advancing rapidly when school
is in session but then growing little during the summer—with a reduced ability to
grow. Even though BSS children of all socioeconomic levels advanced at the same
rate when school was in session, parents and teachers of children in low-5ES
schools had lower expectations for those children, and those children received
much lower marks than their counterparts in higher-SES schools. In addition,
many more of the lower-SES children were held back.

The Process of Schooling

Despite the data summarized in the previous section that show family SES does
not affect how much children learn while school is in session, most educational re-
search conceptualizes family resources as potentiating school resources. For ex-
ample, parents’ school involvement supposedly helps students to do better in
school because involved parents are more likely to check homework or consult
teachers when problems arise. The assumption has been that family resources act
year round to help students do well—in the winter when school is in session as
well as in the summer when school is closed. But the BSS data show that family
resources matter for young children mainly—or only—when schools are closed.
Family resources do not interact with or add to school resources in underwriting
young children’s achievements during the school year because, as has been seen,
children from all kinds of family backgrounds tend to profit from schooling to the
same extent when schools are open. Rather, in the summer, family resources pro-
mote cognitive growth that supplements the growth children make during the
school year.

Prior research on neighborhoods likewise assumes that they affect children’s
if;hnol performance on a continuous basis. Whether neighborhood influences in-
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teract with or add to school influences in the winter is an issue yet to be settled,
but so far BSS research suggests that neighborhood resources, similar to home re-
sources, matter mainly in the summer (see Entwisle et al., 1997). That is, family
resources and neighborhood resources appear to be redundant with school re-
sources when schools are in session.! Neighborhood resources added to home re-
sources in summer periods for BSS children because neighborhoods affected the
gains children made during the summer after allowing for family background ef-
fects. This issue needs much further study, but observing a seasonal action of
neighborhood resources coupled with a seasonal action of family resources on
children’s school performance suggests that school effects are relatively indepen-
dent of other contextual effects.

Missing Variables

Another pitfall in understanding the process of schooling over the first-grade
transition is that many of the large-scale studies of schooling at later ages omit key
variables. Parents’ economic standing undergirds schooling in part because, com-
pared with parents who are not as well off, parents who are more affluent tend to
place higher value on education, have higher expectations for their children’s
school performance, have more knowledge of how the educational system works,
and have the time and resources to interact with their children in developmentally
sensitive ways. All of these psychological resources can support children’s devel-
opment when schools close for the summer. The potency of parents’ expectations
for shaping young children’s school performance has been demonstrated repeat-
edly, especially for children in the early grades (see Entwisle et al., 1997).

Parent involvement, the topic of a flurry of research (e.g., Booth & Dunn, 1996),
may, in fact, be a proxy for parents’ expectations. Parents who expect their children
to do well will try to help them in every way possible, including being involved in
school affairs. The positive consequences currently being attributed to parents’
school involvement could instead be the consequences of parents’” expectations.

A major contribution of the BSS is finding that parents’ psychological re-
sources, which are higher or more plentiful in families of higher SES, bear fruit
mainly in the summer when school is closed. The psychological capital of the fam-
ily, which can be independent of its social or financial capital, is a key parental re-
source for children’s achievement. Most succinctly, it is the ability of parents to in-
teract with their children in ways that prompt cognitive growth.

Poverty

Debate on the means by which poverty affects children’s schooling has focused
mainly on two themes: parents’ altered norms and “tastes” for non-normative be-
havior (e.g., welfare dependence, chronic joblessness) or social structural factors,
by which some parents suffer continuing social and economic disadvantage (see
Tienda, 1991). This dichotomy is somewhat fictional. If the faucet theory is taken
seriously, the resources furnished by schools are sufficient to prompt growth in
young children of all SES levels when schools are in session. Still, as has been il-
lustrated, parents and teachers treat children in terms of their social origins—
where they start school—rather than in terms of their actual performance. In other

!The observation that in low-income countries the effects of schools on achievement in
primary school are comparatively greater than in high-income countries is also consistent
with the authors’ ideas about home versus school learning (Heyneman & Loxley, 1983).
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words, parents’ joblessness and so on lead to norms—ways of viewing children—
that do not boost their children’s achievement when schools are closed.

The BSS archive suggests that differences in children’s achievement levels de-
velop before first grade or during the summers, the times when children must de-
pend entirely on resources furnished by neighborhoods and families. These out-
of-school resources appear to be partly the psychological resources that reflect
parents’ economic resources. For example, if household income is relatively high,
parents tend to hold higher expectations for their children’s school performance
than parents whose income is below poverty level. However, to a considerable
degree, parents” psychological resources add to economic resources, especially for
young children (see Entwisle & Alexander, 1996). Certainly, the social stratifica-
tion of families imposed by neighborhood boundaries is a key element in school
inequity—the larger social structure does matter—but no doubt much of the im-
pact of this stratification on primary age children is mediated by parents’ psycho-
logical capital.

ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS AS SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

Up to this point, the focus of this chapter has been mainly on the home resources
of young children and, particularly, on how such resources produce seasonal dif-
ferences in achievement growth. This focus, although important, is incomplete be-
cause schools are institutions that embody the social-structural dimensions of the
larger society. Developmental theorists have focused much more intently on what
explains changes within the child rather than on how changes in the child’s sur-
roundings help or hinder development. Research on schooling helps redress this
imbalance because children’s achievements do not occur in a social vacuum. Chil-
dren from minority groups often attend schools where most of the other students
are from families who are economically disadvantaged. Household moves often
force children who are poor to make “extra” school transitions. Because the fam-
ily that is poor more often moves its household than the better-off family, the child
who is poor more often moves among schools. That is, because school climate re-
flects the neighborhood’s wealth, the nature of the student body and the school
context is mainly determined by conditions outside the school. Powerful social
forces thus envelop children irrespective of their own characteristics or those of
their immediate family.

Socioeconomic Status and Tracking

Elementary schools appear to have the same organizational structure because the
topics covered in their curriculum look much the same across grades and schools.
With the exception of grouping within classes, society perceives these schools as
untracked—one program fits all. This perception is wrong: Elementary schools are
not the same; they are rigidly tracked by family SES level and by administrative
fiat. Their tracks are not labeled as such, perhaps because society prefers to repress
them from view.

Variability Among Schools

The small size of elementary schools, plus their 3Rs curriculum, helps to support
the myth that all elementary schools have the same structure and that not until
middle school does tracking begin. Quite the opposite is true, however, because
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the variation in socioeconomic level among elementary schools outstrips that
among secondary schools. During the 1990/1991 school year, for example, the
proportion of Baltimore children participating in the subsidized meal program
varied across elementary schools on average from 5% to 100% but varied only
from 8% to 65% across high schools (Baltimore City Public Schools, 1991). (During
the 1990/1991 school year, mean enrollment in Baltimore City public elementary
schools was 529; in middle schools, 888; and in high schools, 1,078.) This greater
socioeconomic variation across elementary schools is mainly a consequence of
their small catchment areas, which differ sharply by family income level. Neigh-
borhoods, in other words, vary in terms of the SES of the families that inhabit
them and, therefore, so do their elementary schools. To illustrate this correspon-
dence, the rank-order correlations were calculated between Baltimore schools’
meal subsidy levels and three U.S. Census indicators of neighborhood quality:
median household income, percentage of families below the poverty level, and the
percentage of workers with professional or managerial jobs. These correlations are
as follows: .86 (median household income), .66 (percentage of workers with high-
status jobs), and .83 (family poverty level). The ranking of the meal subsidy levels
of schools thus corresponds closely to all three measures of neighborhood SES.

Differences in Student Characteristics by Neighborhood?

Other important correspondences link the school context and students’ character-
istics. BSS students who lived in the better-off Baltimore neighborhoods began
school with higher test scores than students who lived in the poorer neighbor-
hoods. For instance, of the 20 schools that were randomly selected to participate in
the study, the school with only 11% of students on subsidized meals enrolled chil-
dren at the beginning of first grade whose average CAT scores in reading compre-
hension were 302 and in math concepts were 316. However, in the school with 90%
of students on subsidized meals, reading scores averaged 265 (37 points lower,
about .9 standard deviation [SD]) and math scores averaged 273 (43 points lower,
about 1.3 5Ds). The rank-order correlations between the percentage of first-grade
students on meal subsidy in a school and students’ average reading and math CAT
scores when they began first grade are .65 in reading and .72 in math.

The achievement test differences across BSS schools increased as the BSS chil-
dren progressed through the grades. As stated previously, this increase was because
of the summer drop-off for children who were poorer. By the end of year 5, the av-
erage difference in standardized test scores between BSS children in the highest and
lowest SES schools was almost a full SD (.89 SD in reading and .79 SD in math).

As would be anticipated, the figures for all Baltimore City elementary schools
show the same patterns as those in the 20 BSS schools. The gradient in children’s

The example of the variation among schools in Baltimore City is a “minimal” picture
because all these schools are in one of the poorest school districts in Maryland. If schools
were contrasted among districts as well, the variation across elementary schools would be
much greater. During the 1991/1992 school year, the average expenditure per pupil in Bal-
timore was $4,947, which was about 85% of the state average ($5,815) at the time, but only
65% of the average ($7,591) for Montgomery County, the wealthiest district. Furthermore,
in Baltimore, 67% of children received meal subsidies compared with 17% in Montgomery
County (Maryland State Department of Education, 1992). Baltimore City children were
thus allotted only two thirds as much money for education as were children in a nearby
school district where families were much better off.
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reading achievement across schools follows their meal subsidy gradients. In
schools with 50% or fewer of students on meal subsidy, children were reading at
grade level 3.19 by the end of second grade and more than 1 year above grade level
(7.15) by the end of fifth grade (first column, Table 2.3). In schools in which 89% or
more of students were on subsidy (last column, Table 2.3), children were reading at
half a year below grade level at the end of second grade and slightly below grade
level at the end of fifth grade. The gap in reading achievement between the high-
est and lowest SES schools in Baltimore thus increased between the end of second
and fifth grades from about %; of a grade level to 1Y3 grade levels 3 years later.

Other studies also reveal strong patterns of socioeconomic stratification
across elementary schools (e.g., Rosenberg, 1979). Although it tends to be over-
looked, the Coleman report (Coleman et al., 1966) clearly showed this stratifica-
tion. In a nationwide sample of more than 400,000 children, this report found
greater school-to-school variability in standardized test scores for children in their
elementary years (grades 1, 3, and 6) than for children in their secondary years
(grades 9 and 12), with variation in reading scores almost 60% greater at grade 3
than at grade 12, and in math scores more than 100% greater at grade 3 than at
grade 12. Similar stratification by SES characterizes schools in Great Britain where,
as in the United States, primary schools are much smaller than secondary schools.
Teachers’ salaries, the proportion of oversize classes, expenditures for fuel, and so
forth, all vary more among primary schools in Great Britain than do the equiva-
lent indices among secondary schools (Central Advisory Council for Education,
1967). The point of these examples is that elementary schools are typically orga-
nized tightly along lines of family and neighborhood SES, with the consequence
that SES of elementary children differs markedly among schools.

Despite the variations in their standardized test scores by SES when they
started first grade, BSS children of different SES levels progressed at the same rate
during first grade, as is illustrated previously. In the winter when schools were in
session, the yearly gains of the children in the high- and low-SES groups were

Table 2.3, Mean grade equivalent for reading and math California Achievement Test (CAT)
scores, Baltimore City elementary schools (N = 122) 1987, by percent of students on meal
subsidy

Percent of students on meal subsidy in school

11%-50%  51%~73% 74%-88% 89%-100%

(N =31} (N = 30) (N =31} (N = 30)

Mean 334 61.0 81.0 §2.4
CAT reading comprehension score

End of Grade 2 3.19 2.86 2.81 2.53

End of Grade 3 4.29 3.71 3.67 3.41

End of Grade 5 715 6.30 592 5.85
CAYT total math score

End of Grade 2 3.33 3.13 3.08 2.93

End of Grade 3 4.48 4.09 4.0] 3.83

End of Grade 5 7.30 6.82 6.58 6.46

From Baltimore City Public Schools, Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction. {1988, February).
School profiles: School year 1987-88. Baltimore: Author; reprinted by permission.
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equivalent (within limits of sampling variability). These data lend strong support
to the conclusion that students’ gains in achievement when school is open are
equivalent irrespective of family economic status.

Socioeconomic Stratification and School Contexts

For a long time, it has been known that secondary students’ track placement is not
simply a consequence of prior achievement or ability (Kilgore, 1991) and often fol-
lows social class lines (Alexander, Cook, & McDill, 1978; Heyns, 1978; Jencks et al.,
1972). The perceived single curriculum of the elementary school, however, has
tended to conceal the extreme tracking by family SES among elementary schools
described previously. This variation by SES leads to differences in how elementary
schools function. Parents, aware of these school differences, use many strategies,
including illegal ones, to get their children into high-SES schools. Mainly they try
to locate their households in the most exclusive residential areas they can possibly
afford. Others use private schools, and some even pretend the child is living at one
address while actually living at another.

Parental concern is justified because the marks teachers give children follow the
SES gradient of the neighborhood (Table 2.2). In BSS schools with 30% or fewer chil-
dren on meal subsidy, the first reading marks that children see are generally 2.0 (C)
or better. In schools where more than 30% of children are on subsidy, these first read-
ing marks are in the 1.0-to-2.0 range; in the majority of these schools, no one received
a mark higher than a C. (Those who get 1.0s are failing.) In the school with 88% of
children on subsidy, all BSS students received a failing mark in the first quarter of
first grade. Of the 11 schools with 50% or more children on subsidy, children’s aver-
age marks in reading were better than 2.0 (C) in only two schools. Nevertheless, chil-
dren in the low-SES schools made test score gains over first grade when school was
in session just as large as those made by children who attended high-SES schools.

Children in low-SES schools were thus perceived differently and treated dif-
ferently from children in high-SES schools, even though they were doing equally
well. The school climates linked to SES are not a consequence of children’s actual
progress because, when school was in session, children in schools of all SES levels
gained equal amounts on standardized tests of achievement in both reading and
math. That is, differences by SES in marks and expectations are not triggered by
differences in the children’s actual progress in school. Children are being marked
in terms of where they live, or in terms of their scores when they started school,
rather than in terms of how they performed in the first-grade classroom.

These same patterns characterize teachers” expectations. At the end of first
grade, teachers were asked to predict their students’ performance in second grade.
First-grade teachers in the 10 high-SES schools generally expected their pupils to
get more As and Bs than Cs or lower in reading during the next school year,
whereas teachers’ expectations in the 10 low-SES schools were for almost all chil-
dren to get Cs or lower in the next school year.

Parents’ perceptions of their children’s performance also differed according
to the SES of the school. Parents’ expectations for their children’s first marks in
reading, which were ascertained either shortly before or just after school began in
September 1982, before any report cards were issued, show a gradient by meal
subsidy level of the school. Parents’ average expectations in the high-SES schools
were for their children to score 2.74 in reading, whereas parents in the low-SES
schools expected their children to score 2.59 on average.
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28 Entwisle and Alexander

Teachers’ treatment of children reinforced these differential parental expecta-
tions. In the 10 high-SES schools, children’s first reading marks averaged 2.15 (a
little better than a C). In the bottom 10 low-SES schools, first reading marks aver-
aged only 1.64 (about 40% of the children were failing). Similarly, in the top 10
schools, the average math mark (2.52) was halfway between a C and a B, but in
the lower 10 schools it was a C (1.99).

BSS teachers’ ratings of children’s classroom behavior likewise corresponded
to the socioeconomic level of the school. When first-grade teachers rated their stu-
dents in terms of interest and participation in class, teachers in the school where
only 11% of children were on meal subsidy rated their pupils approximately one
SD higher in interest/ participation than did teachers in the school where 90% of
children were on subsidy. The rank-order correlation between the school’s meal
subsidy level and teachers’ average interest/participation rating of their first-
grade students is .71. Furthermore, in the schools with high percentages of chil-
dren on subsidy, some children were literally rated “off the scale” (i.e., they were
rated at 3 SDs less than their school’s mean on interest and participation). No stu-
dent was rated off the scale in the more affluent schools.

The picture becomes more disturbing the longer children are in school. Only
47% of children in the BSS who started first grade in a school where more than
90% of students were on subsidy had reached fifth grade 5 years later because 53%
had either been retained or placed in special education. In contrast, 77% of those
who started first grade in schools where 50% or less of the children were on sub-
sidy were in fifth grade 5 years later.

Clearly, where children start elementary school effectively places them on a
track. Children of high SES have relatively high test scores as they begin first
grade and are grouped together. Children of low SES levels have relatively low
scores when they begin first grade and are thus grouped together. These same
schools report the highest and lowest scores at the end of elementary school, de-
spite the fact that when schools were in session, children of all socioeconomic lev-
els progressed at the same rate. That is, children gained the same amounts on stan-
dardized tests over the school year irrespective of socioeconomic level and initial
test scores in their school. Their SES did not affect the rate at which they pro-
gressed while in school, but out-of-school, either before first grade or in summer
when school was closed, their SES level did affect their rate of progress.

For BSS children, correlations are .41 and .55, respectively, between initial CAT
scores in reading and math in the fall of first grade and scores on higher levels of the
same tests at the end of elementary school. The stratified outcomes later in the edu-
cational pipeline can be forecast surprisingly well from the stratification patterns
visible in first grade (see also Alexander & Entwisle, 1996; Kerckhoff, 1993). BSS chil-
dren who had the highest test scores at the end of elementary school took algebra
and a foreign language in middle school and thus ended up with the needed pre-
requisites (algebra and language skills) to move into the college preparatory pro-
gram in high school. In contrast, students with low scores at the end of elementary
school did not take these high-level courses (Dauber, Alexander, & Entwisle, 1996).
For example, 62% of children who were placed in the lowest reading group in their
first-grade classroom took low-level English in sixth grade. Likewise, 51% of the
children who had been retained in first grade were in low-level math in sixth grade.

Socioeconomic differentials across schools match the fault lines in the larger
society. Schools in high- and low-SES neighborhoods have different marking stan-
E lillcis and treat students differently at a time in life when rates of cognitive growth
e 4 v
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are extremely rapid. The equivalence in children’s progress when schools are in
session is completely obscured.

Long-Term Effects

Evidence is mounting that social stratification in the larger society is affected
strongly by the nature of children’s elementary schooling, especially by events
and experiences in first grade or just before. All else being equal, repeating a grade
or getting poor marks in elementary school increases the likelihood that students
will drop out (see Alexander et al., 1994; Entwisle et al., 1997). The other side of
the coin is that attending preschool or kindergarten can improve reading and
math achievement in elementary school (Barnett, 1996; Entwisle, Alexander, Pal-
las, & Cadigan, 1987; Lazar & Darlington, 1982) and long-term follow-ups of at-
tending preschool show that positive preschool effects apparently persist or at
least predict better outcomes in adulthood (Barnett, 1996; Consortium of Longitu-
dinal Studies, 1983). _

The Baltimore BSS enriches this picture by showing more specifically how and
when long-term effects are transmitted (Table 2.4). For example, the amount of BSS
children’s kindergarten experience (full day versus half day) by itself improved
children’s chances of avoiding retention in first grade by almost 2 to 1 (with initial
test scores and other key variables controlled). Also, children living in single-
parent families that included a grandmother in the preschool period had better
work habits at the beginning of first grade than children of single parents whose
family members did not include a grandmother. Superior work habits helped chil-
dren avoid retention in first grade (Entwisle et al., 1997). For example, if BSS chil-
dren’s very first marks were high, those marks could pump up test scores over the
first-grade year by as much as half a SD, all else being equal (Alexander & En-
twisle, 1988). The first-grade teachers’ opinion of the child’s classroom adjustment
provided still another avenue of influence: Children whom teachers perceived as
interested or attentive in the classroom gained significantly more on standardized
tests in reading and math than other children, all else being equal, including initial
test scores. These teachers’ perceptions forecast children’s year-end test scores even
better than children’s initial test scores. Both test scores and marks persisted
strongly from first grade on; for example, BSS children’s CAT scores at the end of
the first year correlate .58 and .66 with scores at the end of Year 5 in reading com-
prehension and math concepts, respectively (see also Alexander et al., 1994).

Studies by other investigators that trace long-term effects of schooling before
first grade and in the first few grades also show that effects persist long after ele-
mentary school. Studies in both the United States and the United Kingdom (Table
2.5) that used randomized designs link attending preschool to better verbal and
reading skills in elementary and secondary school, to lower rates of retention
and/or less special education placement, and even to superior adjustment in early
adulthood. Drop-out studies show that absences, retention, low reading levels,
low marks in the early grades, or early behavior problems in school increase the
likelihood that students will drop out before graduation.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Most research on school transitions deals with the move from elementary to mid-
dle school or junior high school (see Eccles, Midgley, & Adler 1984; Entwisle,
7). Research on the junior high transition examines socioemotional or affective
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Table 2.4.

long-term effects of firstgrade transition (Baltimore Beginning Schoo! Study)

Citation

Early school measure

Qutcome

Entwisle, Alexander,
Cadigon, & Pallas, 1987

Dauber, Alexander, &
Entwisle, 1993

Alexander, Entwisle, &
Dauber, 1993

Alexander, Entwisle, &
Dauber, 1994

Pallas, Entwisle, Alexander,
& Stluka, 1994

Alexander & Entwisle, 1996

Alexander, Entwisle, &
Horsey, 1997

Unpublished

Unpublished
Unpublished

Amount of kindergarten

Beginning marks :
Grade 1 math CAT score

Teacher behavioral ratings
in Grade 1

Grade 1 retention

Grade 1 reading group

assignment

Grade 1 reading groups;
Grade 1 tracking (read-
ing groups, special edu-
cation, retention)

Grade 1 CAT reading and
math scores; Grade 1
reading and math marks;
Grade 1 retention

Grade 1 parent education
expectation for student;
Grade 1 morks in read-
ing and math

Amount of kindergarten

Work habits Grade 1;
Number of school moves

Firskgrade absence

Beginning CAT scores

Beginning marks in reading,
math :

Retention in Years 1-4

School performance in
Year 4:
Reading, math marks
Reading, math CAT

scores

Academic selfimage, Year 8

Student mark expectations,
Year 8

Reading, math marks,
Groges 6and 7

CAT reading, math, Grades
6and 7

Year 4 CAT scores, reading
marks, parent and teacher
expectations

Retention in elementary
school

Grade 6 course placements

High school dropout

Middle school placement in
advanced course tracks

Retention in Year 1

Retention in Year 1
Test scores in Year 5

outcomes, along with cognitive outcomes, because adolescence is when students’
developing sense of identity and self-worth occupy center stage. Generally, a de-
crease in self-image accompanies the junior high transition, but susceptibility to
that decline depends on each youth’s personal characteristics (Simmons & Blyth,
1987); family characteristics (Rosenberg & Simmons, 1971); social-structural char-
acteristics of schools, such as peer group membership (Eccles et al., 1984); and the
interactions among these variables.

In light of the remarkable pay-offs from research on the junior high transition,
the dearth of research on the first-grade transition is both worrisome and surpris-
ing. Except for Reynolds (1992), who focused on African American youth who are
disadvantaged, the BSS is the first relatively large-scale attempt to examine chil-
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Table 2.5, longterm effects: Other investigators' research

Study Early schooling Lasting effect

Bloom, 1964 By Grade 3 At least 50% of the general
achievement pattern at age
18 has been developed

Husén, 1969 Grade 3 marks [{GPA) Altendance at secondary

(N'=1,116: Sweden) Teacher ability rating in school

Fitzsimmons, Cheever,
Leonard, & Macunovich,
1969 (N = 270)

Stroup & Robins, 1972
(N = 223; African
American urban males)

Kraus, 1973 (N = 274}

loyd, 1978 (N = 1,562

Pedersen, Faucher, & Eaton,

1978 (N = 59; urban
disadvantaged)

Pope, Lehrer, & Stevens,
1980 (N = 545)

lazar & Darlington, 1982
(N =2,008)

Richman, Stevenson, &
Graham, 1982 (N = 705;
United Kingdom)

Palmer, 1983
(N = 240)

Royce, Darlington, &
Murray, 1983
IN=1,104)

Schweinhart & Weikart,
1983
(N=123)

Grade 3

Achievement fest scores in
reading and math,
Grades 1-3

Absences and grade
reﬁetition in elementary
school

Crade 3 reading

achievement tests

Grade 3 marks and CAT

reading score

Exceptional firstgrade
teacher

Kindergorten achievement
{Wide Range Achieve-
ment- Test)

Participation in Head Start
preschool programs

Preschool attendance

Onertoone preschool
instruction at ages 2-3 for
8 months

Preschool attendance

Preschool attendance {Perry
Preschool)

B S

Future education success
{completion of post
secondary study)

Performance in high school

High school dropout

Reading and math marks

General academic
performance in high
school

High school graduation

Achievement of high adult
status

Completion of at least 10
years of school

Reading achievement

Reading achievement {Grade
3), math achievement
{Grades 3-5)

Llower rates of retention and
special education

Higher IQ-adijusted reading
at age 8

Higher reading and math
achievement at Grades 5
and 7

Lower rates of refention

Achievement in reading
(Grade 3) and math
({Grade 5)

Lower rates of special
education and retention

High school graduation

Higher CAT scores af ages
/=14

Lower rates of special
education placement and
delinquent behavior

[continued)
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Table 2.5.  {continued)

Study Early schooling Lasting effect
Meyer, 1984 Kindergarten-Grade 3 Higher Grade 9 CAT read-
(N = 165; economically participation in Distar ing achievement
disadvantaged) curriculum with increased Lower retention rates

Berrueta-Clement,
Schweinhart, Barnett,
Epstein, & Weikart, 1984
(N=123)

Hess, Holloway, Dickson, &
Price, 1984 (N = 47)
Butler, Marsh, Sheppard, &
Sheppard, 1985

(N = 286)

Stevenson & Newman,
1986 (N = 105}

Wadsworth, 1986
(N = 1,675; United
Kingdom)

Entwisle & Hayduk, 1988
(N = 654)

Cairns, Cairns, &
Neckerman, 1989

(N = 475)

Barrington & Hendricks,
1989 (N = 214)
Morris, Ehren, & lenz,
1991 (N = 785)
Simner & Barnes, 1991
(N = 193]

Ensminger & Slusarcick,
1992 (N = 917:; African
American, urban)

allocation of time to basic

skills

High-quality preschool pro-
gram {Perry Preschool)

Maternal expeciotions for
ochievement in preschool
Battery of tests in kinder-
arten
Grade 1 reading

achievement

Prekindergarien cognitive
measures

Elementary achievement

Mothers” and leachers’ rat
ings in Grades 2-5

Preschool attendance

Parents’ estimate of child’s
obility in Grade 3

Teachers’ mark expectotions
in Grades 1 and 2

Elementary school retention

Grade 3 ITBS achievement
test scores

Grade 4 reading achieve-
ment scores

Grade 1 reading ond math

marks

Grade 1 math mark

Grade 1 aggressive
behavior (especially for
males)

51

Higher rotes of high school
graduation, application
ond aceeplance o
college

Higher GPA in high school

Lower rofes of special
education

Positive outcomes at age 19;
High school graduates
Posisecondary education
Employed
Lower rates of crime,

delinquency

Lower rotes of pregnancy

Grade 6 lowa Test of Basic
Skills (ITBS) scores,
vocabulory and math

Reodinc? achievement fests in
Grade 6

Grade 10 test scores in
reading and math

Grade 10 self-concept and
expectoncy for success in
reading

Higher verbal skills ot age 8

English and math achieve-
ment fests

4-9 vears later, current
ability level controlled

High school dropout
High school dropout
High school dropout
High school dropout

High school dropout
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Table 2.5.  {continued)

Study Early schooling Lasting effect
Weller, Schnittjer, & Tuten, Metropolitan Reading Comprehensive Test of Basic
1992 (N =415) Readiness, beginning of Skills (CTBS) reading and
Grade 1 math scores, Grade 10
Received remediation [r=.57)

(Chapter 1} in Grade 3 CTBS reading and math
scores. Year 10 {r = .56)

Brooks-Gunn, Guo, Preschool attendance High school graduation

Furstenberg, & Frank, Preschool cognitive ability Poslsecondary education

1993 [N = 254; African No elementary grade

American) refention

Roderick, 1993 [N = 757) Grade 4 academic marks High school dropout

Grade retention, K-Grade 3

Reynolds, 1994 Follow-on intervention in ITBS reading and math,

(N = 1,106; African Grades 1-3 (school- Grade 5

American, low income) based comprehensive Cumulative grade refention,
service program providing Grade 5

instructional support and
parental involvement)

dren’s transition into full-time schooling in relation to their long-term achieve-
ment trajectories. BSS data show convincingly that children’s relative standing
when they start first grade forecasts where they will be at much later points in
their school careers. School helps all children gain the same amounts on achieve-
ment tests, as shown in Table 2.1, so those who start ahead tend to stay ahead.
However, those who start school behind gain just as much when school is in ses-
sion as do their more fortunate classmates. This and the importance of early
schooling for defining children’s long-term educational trajectories make it im-
perative to focus more research on the pre- and primary school periods.

A major way to improve the school climate in poor neighborhoods would be
to correct the mistaken public perception that elementary schools are falling down
on the job. Children’s families and the public at large need to be made aware that
the deficits in school performance of children who are poor are not linked to
school attendance. Elementary schools are promoting just as much growth in
achievement of children who are poor as in children who are better off. Schools
are doing a much better job than they have been credited with. The importance of
the success of schools in fostering development of young children irrespective of
their home backgrounds is hard to overstate. Schools have undeservedly become
the target to blame for most of society’s intractable problems.

Retention

A thorny issue for policy is grade retention in elementary school (see Alexander et
al, 1994). Many people are negatively disposed toward retention because they
blame children’s problems on retention itself. They do not fully understand that
children who are held back have serious problems long before they are retained and
that retention signals rather than creates these pre-existing problems. Therefore,
abolishing retention will not erase the problems that lead schools to practice it.
Repeating part of a grade or even just one subject area could be one way to
help children who experience a shaky start get back on track. However, the best
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way to reduce retention would be to get all children up to speed at or before the
beginning of first grade. BSS research points to improving children’s work habits
and to providing more preschool for children who are economically disadvan-
taged, especially boys, as possible ways to reduce retention rates. This latter
method was the goal of the Head Start programs in the 1960s. The Consortium of
Longitudinal Studies’ (1983) central finding—that attending preschool led to a re-
duction in retention rates—has been replicated many times (Barnett, 1996).

Social Equity

This chapter begins by discussing three intellectual traditions: ecological studies
in mainstream child development, status attainment research in sociology, and a
growing body of findings from investigators who take a life course perspective.
The mainstream studies established that social variables far outweigh biological
or medical variables in explaining young children’s learning problems and school
deficits. In particular, they identified family economic status and parent configu-
ration as key variables for understanding young children’s progress in school. Sta-
tus attainment research contributed ideas about the structure of models to explain
schooling and thereby led to the discovery of the strong seasonal variations in
elementary school achievement. The life course approach suggested focusing
intensively on the early grades and on the overlapping social contexts in which
children develop. A life course approach, moreover, joins the mainstream child de-
velopment and status attainment traditions and thus helps establish links be-
tween early schooling and social stratification.

A fascination with inequality in society is part of the human condition. Along
with it goes a fascination for how social inequality is perpetuated (Kerckhoff,
1993). The imagery that a set of occupational slots at the top of the school ladder
is ready for the new generation to move into is strong. To us, the authors, this
image of society as a set of occupational pigeonholes seems to be upside down.
High schools do reflect the stratification patterns in the larger society, but the crit-
ical sorting processes occur at the beginning rather than near the end of children’s
school careers. A focus on the first-grade transition reveals that elementary schools
are already layered according to the population’s economic resources, and this lay-
ering stems from stratification among neighborhoods. Families sort themselves by
SES into neighborhoods that then determine the kind and amount of early school-
ing their children receive. This early sorting is a kind of “sponsoring,” but not in
terms of demands of the larger society (i.e., that certain slots must be filled by cer-
tain types of people). Rather sponsoring is in terms of parents’ power to enhance
the development of their own children. Parents’ choice of a neighborhood is far
more important than their choice of a school, and most of what defines a neigh-
borhood are the economic differences that separate it from other neighborhoods.

Organizational theorists from different camps visualize the internal structure
of schools as vertical or horizontal because they assume that an organization’s
needs determine its structure. This approach, which may be rational for organiza-
tions such as banks or factories, does not work for schools because the internal
structure of schools, or of school systems, depends on the structure of the society
in which they exist rather than on their own production goals. Elementary schools
became common at the beginning of the 19th century because they fulfilled the
need to prepare youth (mainly boys) to function as citizens in a participatory
democracy, but also because they occupied children’s time in winter months when

o “rms lay dormant. Later in the 19th century, when the steady flow of immigrants
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from abroad led to an oversupply of labor, enrolling children in schools kept them
from competing for jobs in factories. Thus, social forces largely unrelated to chil-
dren or their needs dictated both when schools became universal and the length
and temporal patterns of the school year.

Even now, the internal organizational structures of schools are being driven
by economic and social pressures. Parents try to maximize their own and their
family’s social status, which leads them to place their children on what they per-
ceive to be the most effective paths to compete successfully in the labor markets
of the 21st century. They struggle to send their children to Ivy League schools, or
even to preschools that lead up to the ivy, not so much because they are deeply
committed to their children’s intellectual development or to what their children
might learn, but because they perceive that once school is over, adult success de-
pends mainly on social capital rather than on human capital. Also, they them-
selves draw prestige from the quality of the child’s college or preparatory school.
Schools as institutions serve to perpetuate the social status quo, but the engine
that drives the overall system is located mainly in the individual family and in its
elementary schools, not in its secondary schools.

Elementary schools tend to maximize the social homogeneity of their student
bodies because the social status of neighborhoods determines the social status of
students in the elementary school. This distribution does not serve children or so-
ciety well. As has been stated before, schools are not the problem. The distribution
of resources across families and neighborhoods is the problem. Problems in fami-
lies and neighborhoods cannot be solved only by tinkering with schools.

At the same time, the lack of good preschools for impoverished 3- and 4-year-
olds is an important means by which social inequality undercuts schooling. At
present, parents who are high school dropouts and/or teenagers are the least
likely to enroll their children in center-based programs (NCES, 1994). The lack of
facilities for schooling of children who are disadvantaged prior to kindergarten,
plus the tendency of these children not to take full advantage of the public kinder-
gartens and preschools already available, is a major way that differential tracking
by income levels takes an early hold on children. A few extra test points conferred
by preschool or kindergarten attendance could be enough to protect children at an
economic disadvantage from low placements or retention in the first few grades
(see Entwisle, 1995). In other words, the cognitive boost children get from pre-
school and kindergarten can ease the first-grade transition. A giant step would be
taken if children whose backgrounds are problematic improved their skills before
they began first grade. With kindergartens so widely available, the means are there.
Kindergarten attendance is discretionary in Baltimore and other localities. Most
BSS children attended only half a day and about 10% did not attend at all. All chil-
dren must be encouraged and/or required to attend full-day kindergartens, prefer-
ably in the same schools where they will start first grade.

REFERENCES

Alexander, K.L., Cook, M.A., & McDill, E.L. (1978). Curriculum tracking and educational
stratification. American Sociological Review, 43, 47-66.

Alexander, KL., & Entwisle, D.R. (1988). Achievement in the first two years of school:
Patterns and processes. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 53(2,
Serial No. 218).

Alexander, K.L., & Entwisle, D.R. (1996). Educational tracking in the early years: First grade
placements and middle school constraints. In A.C. Kerckhoff (Ed.), Generating social strat-
lir"iration: Toward a new research agenda (pp. 83-113). New York: Westview Press.

ERIC .
A e Proviied oy ERIC . , 5 4



36 Entwisle and Alexander

Alexander, K.L., Entwisle, D.R., & Dauber, S.L. (1993). First grade classroom behavior:
Its short- and long-term consequences for school performance. Child Development, 64,
801-814.

Alexander, K.L., Entwisle, D.R., & Dauber, S.L. (1994). On the success of failure: A reassessment
of the effects of retention in the primary grades. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Alexander, K.L., Entwisle, D.R., & Horsey, C.S. (1997). From first grade forward: Early foun-
dations of high school dropout. Sociology of Education, 70, 87-107.

Alexander, K.L., Entwisle, D.R., & Thompson, M.S. (1987). School performance, status rela-
tions and the structure of sentiment: Bringing the teacher back in. American Sociological
Review, 52, 665-682.

Baltimore City Public Schools, Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction. (1988,
February). School profiles: School year 1987-88. Baltimore: Author.

Baltimore City Public Schools. (1991). Maryland school performance program report, 1991:
School system and schools—Baltimore City. Baltimore: Author.

Barnett, W.S. (1996). Long-term effects of early childhood care and education on disadvan-
taged children’s cognitive development and school success. The Future of Children, 5(3),
25-50.

Barrington, B.L., & Hendricks, B. (1989). Differentiating characteristics of high school grad-
uates, dropouts, and nongraduates. Journal of Educational Research, 82(6), 309-319.

Berrueta-Clement, J.R., Schweinhart, L.J., Barnett, WS., Epstein, AS., & Weikart, D.P.
(1984). Changed lives: The effect of the Perry Preschool Program on youths through age 19.
(Monograph of the High/Scope Educational Research Foundation). Ypsilanti, MI: High
Scope Press.

Bianchi, S.M. (1984). Children’s progress through school: A research note. Sociology of Edu-
cation, 57, 184-192. :

Blau, PM., & Duncan, O.D. (1967). The American occupational structure. New York: John
Wiley & Sons.

Bloom, B.B. (1964). Stability and change in human characteristics. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Booth, A., & Dunn, J.E. (1996). Family-school links: How do they affect educational outcomes?
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Broman, S.H., Nicholls, PL., & Kennedy, W. (1985). Preschool 1Q: Prenatal and early develop-
mental correlates. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Brooks-Gunn, J., Guo, G., Furstenberg, J., & Frank, F. (1993). Who drops out and who con-
tinues beyond high school? A 20-year follow-up of black urban youth. Journal of Research
on Adolescence, 3(3), 271-294.

Butler, S.R., Marsh, H.W., Sheppard, M.]., & Sheppard, J.L. (1985). Seven year longitudinal
study of the early prediction of reading achievement. Journal of Educational Psychology, 77,
349-361.

Cairns, R.B., Cairns, B.D., & Neckerman, H.J. (1989). Early school dropout: Configurations
and determinants. Child Development, 60, 1437-1452.

California Achievement Test (CAT). (1979). Technical bulletin 1, Formns C and D, levels 10-19.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Central Advisory Council for Education. (1967). Children and their primary schools. London:
Her Majesty’s Stationery Office.

Coleman, ].S., Campbell, E.Q., Hobson, CJ., McPartland, J., Mood, A, Weinfeld, ED., &
York, R.L. (1966). Equality of educational opportunity. Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office.

Consortium of Longitudinal Studies. (1983). As the twig is bent: Lasting effect of preschool pro-
grams. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Dauber, S.L., Alexander, K.L., & Entwisle, D.R. (1993). Characteristics of retainees and early
precursors of retention in grade: Who is held back? Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 39, 326-343.

Dauber, S.L., Alexander, K.L., & Entwisle, D.R. (1996). Tracking and transitions through the
middle grades: Channeling educational trajectories. Sociology of Education, 69, 290-307.

Dornbusch, S.M., & Scott, W.R. (1975). Evaluation and the exercise of authority. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Eccles, ].S., Midgley, C., & Adler, T. (1984). Grade-related changes in the school environ-
ment: Effects on achievement motivation. In J. G. Nicholls (Ed.), The development of
achievement motivation (pp. 283-331). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Q

ERIC

55



Early Schooling and Social Stratification 37

Elder, G.H., Jr. (1974). Children of the Great Depression: Social change in life experience. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Ensminger, M.E., & Slusarcick, A.L. (1992). Paths to high school graduation or dropout: A
longitudinal study of a first-grade cohort. Sociology of Education, 65, 95-113.

Entwisle, D.R. (1990). Schools and the adolescent. In S.S. Feldman & G.R. Elliott (Eds.), At
the threshold: The developing adolescent (pp. 197-224). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Entwisle, D.R. (1995). The role of schools in sustaining benefits of early childhood pro-
grams. The Future of Children, 5(3), 133-144.

Entwisle, D.R., & Alexander, K.L. (1988). Factors affecting achievement test scores and
marks received by black and white first graders. The Elementary School Journal, 88,
449-471.

Entwisle, D.R., & Alexander, K.L. (1996). Family type and children’s growth in reading and
math over the primary grades. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 58, 341-355.

Entwisle, D.R., Alexander, K.L., Cadigan, D., & Pallas, A.M. (1987). Kindergarten experi-
ence: Cognitive effects or socialization? American Educational Research Journal, 24, 337-364.

Entwisle, D.R., Alexander, K.L., & Olson, L.S. (1994). The gender gap in math: Its possible
origins in neighborhood effects. American Sociological Review, 59, 822-838.

Entwisle, D.R., Alexander, K.L., & Olson, L.S. (1997). Children, schools and inequality. New
York: Westview Press.

Entwisle, D.R., Alexander, K.L., Pallas, A.M., & Cadigan, D. (1987). The emergent academic
self-image of first graders: Its response to social structure. Child Development, 58,
1190-1206.

Entwisle, D.R., & Hayduk, L.A. (1988). Lasting effects of elementary school. Sociology of Ed-
ucation, 61, 147-159.

Finn, ].D. (1972). Expectations and the educational environment. Review of Educational Re-
search, 42, 387-409.

Fitzsimmons, S.J., Cheever, J., Leonard, E., & Macunovich, D. (1969). School failures: Now
and tomorrow. Developmental Psychology, 1(2), 134-146.

Furstenberg, EE, Frank, F., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Morgan, S.P. (1987). Adolescent mothers in
later life. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Hess, R.D., Holloway, S.D., Dickson, W.P,, & Price, G.G. (1984). Maternal variables as pre-
dictors of children’s school readiness and later achievement in vocabulary and mathe-
matics in sixth grade. Child Development, 55, 1902-1912.

Heyneman, S.P, & Loxley, W.A. (1983). The effect of primary-school quality on academic
achievement across twenty-nine high- and low-income countries. American Journal of So-
ciology, 88(6), 1162-1194.

Heyns, B. (1978). Summer learning and the effects of schooling. San Diego: Academic Press.

Husén, T. (1969). Talent, opportunity and career. Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell.

Jencks, C., Smith, M., Ackland, H., Bane, M., Cohen, D., Gintis, H., Heyns, B., & Michel-
son, S. (1972). Inequality: A reassessment of the effect of failure and schooling in America. New
York: Basic Books.

Kerckhoff, A.C. (1993). Diverging pathways: Social structure and career deflections. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Kilgore, 5.B. (1991). The organizational context of tracking in schools. American Sociological
Review, 56, 189-203.

Kraus, P.E. (1973). Yesterday's children. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Lazar, L., & Darlington, R. (1982). Lasting effects of early education: A report from the Con-
sortium for Longitudinal Studies. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Develop-
ment, 47(2-3).

Lloyd, D.N. (1978). Prediction of school failure from third-grade data. Educational and Psy-
chological Measurement, 38, 1193-1200.

Maryland State Department of Education. (1992). Maryland school performance report, 1992:
State and school systems. Baltimore: Author.

Meyer, L.A. (1984). Long-term academic effects of the direct instruction project follow
through. The Elementary School Journal, 84(4), 380-394.

Morris, ].D., Ehren, BJ., & Lenz, B.K. (1991). Building a model to predict which fourth
through eighth graders will drop out in high school. Journal of Experimental Education, 59,
286-293.

ERIC - s

IToxt Provided by ERI



38 Entwisle and Alexander

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (1994). The Condition of Education. NCES
94-104. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.

Pallas, A.M., Entwisle, D.R., Alexander, K.L., & Stluka, M.F. (1994). Ability-group effects: In-
structional, social or institutional? Sociology of Education, 67, 27—46.

Palmer, EH. (1983). The Harlem study: Effects by type of training, age of training, and so-
cial class. In The Consortium for Longitudinal Studies (Ed.), As the twig is bent: Lasting ef-
fects of preschool programs (pp. 201-236). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Pedersen, E., Faucher, T.A., & Eaton, W.W. (1978). A new perspective on the effects of first-
grade teachers on children’s subsequent adult status. Harvard Educational Review, 48,
1-31.

Pope, ]., Lehrer, B., & Stevens, J. (1980). A multiphasic reading screening procedure. Journal
of Learning Disabilities, 13, 98-102.

Reynolds, A J. (1992). Grade retention and school adjustment: An explanatory analysis. Ed-
ucational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 14, 101-121.

Reynolds, A.]. (1994). Effects of a preschool plus follow-on intervention for children at risk.
Developmental Psychology, 30, 787-804.

Richman, N., Stevenson, J., & Graham, P.J. (1982). Pre-school to school: A behavioral study.
New York: Academic Press.

Roderick, M. (1993). The path to dropping out: Evidence for intervention. Westport, CT: Auburn
House.

Rosenberg, M. (1979). Conceiving the self. New York: Basic Books.

Rosenberg, M., & Simmons, R.G. (1971). Black and white self-esteem: The urban school child.
(Arnold M. and Caroline Rose Monograph Series). Washington, DC: American Sociolog-
ical Association.

Sameroff, A. (1985). Foreword. In S. Broman, E. Bien, & P. Shaughnessy (Eds.), Low achiev-
ing children (pp. vii-xi). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Schneider, B.L. (1980). Production analysis of gains in achievement. Paper presented at the an-
nual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Boston.

Schweinhart, L.J., & Weikart, D. (1983). The effects of the Perry Preschool Program on
youths through age 15—A summary. In The Consortium for Longitudinal Studies (Ed.),
As the twig is bent: Lasting effects of preschool programs. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Seaver, W.B. (1973). Effects of naturally-induced teacher expectancies. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 28, 333-342.

Simmons, R.G., & Blyth, D.A. (1987). Moving into adolescence: The impact of pubertal change
and school context. Hawthorn, NY: Aldine de Gruyter.

Simner, M.L., & Barnes, M.]J. (1991). Relationship between first-grade marks and the high
school dropout problem. The Journal of School Psychology, 29, 331-335.

Stephens, ].M. (1956). Educational psychology. Austin, TX: Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

Stevenson, HW.,, & Newman, R.S. (1986). Long-term prediction of achievement and atti-
tudes in mathematics and reading. Child Development, 57, 646-659.

Stroup, A.L., & Robins, L.N. (1972). Elementary school predictors of high school dropout
among black males. Sociology of Education, 45,212-222.

Tienda, M. (1991). Poor people and poor places: Deciphering neighborhood effects on
poverty outcomes. In J. Huber (Ed.), Macro-micro linkages in sociology (pp. 244-262). Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Wadsworth, M.E. (1986). Effects of parenting style and preschool experience on children’s
verbal attainment: Results of a British longitudinal study. Early Childhood Research Quar-
terly, 1,237-238.

Weller, L.D., Schnittjer, CJ., & Tuten, B.A. (1992). Predicting achievement in grades three
through ten using the Metropolitan Readiness Test. Journal of Research in Childhood Edu-
cation, 6(2), 121-129.

o'




Chapter 3

Assessing Readiness

Samuel J. Meisels

In the fall of 1989, President George Bush and the governors of the 50 United
States met in Charlottesville, Virginia, for the first Education Summit held since
nearly the beginning of the 20th century. Out of this meeting came a renewed fed-
eral commitment to improving educational achievement and increasing the United
States” commitment to students, teachers, and schools. It was also the occasion for
establishing six National Education Goals. First among these goals was the fol-
lowing: “All children in America will start school ready to learn” (National Edu-
cation Goals Panel, 1991).

In subsequent years and through a new presidential administration, the lan-
guage of this goal was changed slightly but the message remained constant. The
way in which young children begin school is a major national issue. Specifically,
it is an objective of the United States that young children are ready to learn when
they begin school.

Since the late 1980s, this simple declarative sentence—all children will start
school ready to learn—has been the source of numerous meetings, conferences,
papers, dissertations, studies, and policies. The National Education Goals Panel
appointed a Resource Group and two Technical Review Panels to clarify the
meaning of this deceptively simple sounding statement. Many states held “Goal 1
Conferences” to report on their progress in meeting the goal and to garner sup-
port for activities intended to improve young children’s school readiness. Papers
and dissertations concerning various aspects of readiness were written (Brown-
ing, 1997; Graue, 1992, 1993; Kagan, 1990; Lopez & Hochberg, 1993; Meisels,

The preparation of this chapter was supported in part by a contract among the U.S.
Department of Education, the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI),
and the Center for the Improvement of Early Readmg Achievement (CIERA) at the Uni-
ver51ty of Michigan.
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1992a; Nelson, 1997; Phillips, 1992; Willer & Bredekamp, 1990). The “Readiness
Goal,” as it came to be known, was even credited with providing an overall frame-
work and incentive to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) as it
began planning an Early Childhood Longitudinal Study. This study, begun in the
fall of 1998, is following more than 23,000 children from kindergarten through
fifth grade.

Ernest Boyer, the former president of the Carnegie Foundation for the Ad-
vancement of Teaching and the first chair of the Goal 1 Resource Group, described
the improvement of the United States’ children’s readiness as an “epochal task”
(Boyer, 1991, p. 125). He claimed that readiness was

A cause around which everyone can rally. For the first time in our history the Pres-
ident and governors from all fifty states have defined a goal of transcendent na-
tional importance, one concerned not just with the equality of schools but, in the
larger sense, with the future of the nation. (p. 125)

This chapter addresses several key issues regarding transition to kinder-
garten and readiness for school. It begins with a discussion of the Readiness Goal
to try to clarify why Boyer and other researchers would associate such high stakes
with its realization. Next, the chapter turns to the task of defining readiness. Since
the Charlottesville Summit, researchers, practitioners, and policy makers have
stumbled over the definition of this term. Four competing definitions of readiness
are presented, followed by four approaches to assessing readiness that are consis-
tent with these definitions. Finally, the chapter closes by suggesting three apho-
risms that have the potential for clarifying the task of assessing readiness in early
childhood.

THE READINESS GOAL

In the 4 or 5 years leading up to the Charlottesville Summit, attention was in-
creasingly focused on young children’s early school experiences. In particular,
concern among professionals was rising about the use of readiness tests and other
assessments to label, track, and sometimes retain children in kindergarten before
they reached first grade. Following the release of A Nation at Risk in 1983 (National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), efforts to raise standards and to
make school curricula more challenging swept the United States. One unintended
outcome of this activity was an escalation of academic demands at the outset of
schooling. Described as academic trickle down or as the push down curriculum (Bre-
dekamp & Shepard, 1989; Shepard & Smith, 1986), the expectations and even the
curricular materials of the later grades began to infiltrate kindergartens. Some ob-
servers described the kindergartens that were affected by these changes as “boot
camps” in which “students are inducted and instructed in a narrow academic cur-
riculum to prepare them for the demands of first grade and future schooling” (Ell-
wein, Walsh, Eads, & Miller, 1991, p. 159). Many local school districts and state de-
partments of education decided that children should be tested upon entry to
kindergarten to determine their readiness for school (Meisels, 1987, 1989). Large
numbers of children who failed these tests were placed in extra-year prekinder-
garten programs, retained in kindergarten for another year, or asked to stay home
@ “om school until they were a year older and more mature.
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Before long, early childhood professionals began to become alarmed about
these practices. Condemnatory reports were issued by the National Association
“for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC; 1988, 1990), the National Associa-
tion of Elementary School Principals (1990), the National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education (1987), the National As-
sociation of State Boards of Education (1988, 1991), and the National Commission
on Children (1992). The principal message of these reports was that the methods,
materials, and logic of educating older students should not be imposed on young
children. The following were criticized: policies that increased attention to aca-
demic outcomes at the expense of children’s exploration, discovery, and play;
methods that focused on large-group activities and completion of one-dimensional
worksheets and workbooks in place of actual engagement with concrete objects
and naturally occurring experiences of the world; and directives that emphasized
the use of group-administered, computer-scored, multiple-choice achievement
tests to determine a child’s starting place in school rather than assessments that
rely on active child engagement, teacher judgment, and clinical opinion. By 1989,
when the first Education Summit was held, the early childhood community was
poised to take steps to clarify how young children should be treated when they
begin school by respecting the dynamics of children’s development.

Unfortunately, as beginning school policies became increasingly politicized,
instead of clarity, confusion and mistrust arose. Politicians sitting on the National
Education Goals Panel asked the Resource Panel and Technical Planning Group
members why they could not just define readiness in simple terms that they and
their constituents could understand. It did not seem to be a very difficult task. But
for many researchers in the field, defining readiness was and remains a problem.
Pianta and Walsh, noting the wide variability among different children’s abilities,
stated that the concept of readiness is “useless” (1996, p. 33). The Goal 1 Technical
Planning Group members did not go this far, but in a report that focused on early
childhood development and learning, subtitled “Toward Common Views and Vo-
cabulary,” they noted that their report would assiduously avoid use of the term
readiness:

A word that often implies a single dimension and single standard of development
and learning. To the contrary, because individual child performance is multi-
dimensional, highly variable across the dimensions, episodic, and culturally and
contextually influenced, the establishment of any single “readiness” threshold is
misleading and dangerous. (Kagan, Moore, & Bredekamp, 1995, p. 6)

Not all aspects of the Readiness Goal were controversial. Three objectives
were attached to Goal 1, and little dispute surfaced around them. They are as
follows:

1. All disadvantaged and disabled children will have access to high quality and
developmentally appropriate preschool programs to help them prepare for
school.

2. Every parent in America will be a child’s first teacher and will devote time

each day to helping his or her preschool child learn; parents will have access
to the training and support they need to accomplish this.
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3. Children will receive the nutrition and health care needed to arrive at school
with healthy minds and bodies, and the number of low birthweight babies
will be significantly reduced through enhanced prenatal health systems. (U.S.
Department of Education, 1991, p. 61)

Uncontroversial as these statements are, relatively few new federal resources
have been earmarked for programs intended to achieve these critical objectives.
Also unclear is the relationship between these objectives and the overall school
readiness goal. If these objectives were achieved, would all children enter school
ready to learn? Are these objectives correlates of readiness? Are they precursors?
In some respects, these objectives may hold the key to ensuring a successful tran-
sition to school for many children, but they were never the subject of any explicit
focus or program activity.

The main activity surrounded the goal statement itself, not the subsidiary ob-
jectives. Goal 1 seemed to arouse fears among many individuals who were close
to policy and practice in early childhood. Some individuals pointed out that all
children are ready to learn from birth and that they do not need to wait until they
are 5 years of age to be ready to learn (Meisels, 1995). Other researchers stated that
the goal ignores individual differences in learning and that it will never be the
case that all children will attain the same level of performance at a single cultur-
ally defined point in time. Individual differences and variations in development
associated with both endogenous and exogenous factors make a mockery of chrono-
logical benchmarks when they are applied across the board to all children (Pianta
& Walsh, 1996). Moreover, the term “readiness” is conceptually confusing. Is “readi-
ness” something that we wait for? Is it something that people impose? Is it a
within-the-child phenomenon or something outside the child (Meisels, 1996)? Fi-
nally, the simplistic or mechanistic interpretation of readiness that can be derived
from the goal contains the potential for encouraging harmful policies for young
children. In an educational world that is oriented toward efficiency and account-
ability, it is easy to imagine that someone will be penalized if the year 2000 is
reached and some children are not ready for school. Often, the people who are
least advantaged in U.S. society are blamed when public policies intended to as-
sist them go wrong.

Schorr (1997) encapsulated many of these concerns about readiness in a series
of questions that focus on one of the main issues provoked by the first goal—how
will readiness be assessed? She asked the following:

* Can children’s school readiness be assessed without doing them harm?
¢ Can readiness assessment avoid labeling or stigmatizing children?
* Will preschool programs become distorted if they “teach to the test”?

* Is it possible for readiness testing to recognize the unique character of early
development and learning?

* If large numbers of children are not ready for school, will this be viewed as a
problem in the child or within the community?

These questions are extremely important. Not only do they raise issues that
are central to implementing the Readiness Goal, but they also remind us of the in-
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appropriate testing of young children that was prevalent in the years prior to the
Education Summit. Remembering Skinner’s axiom that “what is taught often
tends to be simply what can be measured by tests and examinations” (1968,
p- 235), many early childhood observers feared that a focus on assessing readiness
would influence the structure of early childhood programs devised to implement
the goal.

The balance of this chapter addresses these fears and these questions. First,
competing definitions of readiness are presented. Then, the assessment implica-
tions of these definitions are explored. These implications are followed by a dis-
cussion and conclusions.

DEFINITIONS OF READINESS

Readiness has a substantial history in modern education. Cuban (1992) reported
that teachers in progressive schools in the early 20th century saw the acquisition of
information about a child’s readiness as very important to their practice. Much like
today, they viewed testing as a means of determining a child’s preparedness for
school and as a way to stratify children into various ability groupings. Cuban stated,

By 1919, for just kindergarten and primary grades, there were already 84 stan-
dardized tests. Intelligence testing in kindergarten for placement in groups there
and in the first grade was enhanced by the invention of readiness tests that aimed
at sorting those five-year-olds that could make the transition to the first grade
from those who could not. The creation of subprimary classes . . . became common
ways that Progressive educators managed those five-year-olds who were unready
for the first grade. By the end of the 1920s, any elementary school that considered
itself modern invested staff time and money in testing and ability grouping in
kindergarten and first grade. (1992, p. 188)

Over time, views of testing and readiness waxed and waned, but the idea that
assessment data could be used to help teachers be more effective remained rela-
tively constant. As educational psychology became more dominant in the 1950s
and 1960s, more emphasis was placed on the hierarchical structure of knowledge.
Tyler noted that readiness to learn is derived from analyzing the knowledge and
skills required by new cognitive activities: “Once these components are known,
they can be arranged in a hierarchy that proceeds from lower to higher levels of
knowledge” (1964, p. 238). Bruner’s view was similar, though with a twist. He
pointed out that the idea of readiness is a “mischievous half-truth . . . largely
because it turns out that one teaches readiness or provides opportunities for its
nurture, one does not simply wait for it” (1966, p. 29). In other words, a child who
is ready to learn will not learn unless he or she is taught or unless the conditions
are propitious for the child to learn on his or her own. Readiness is not an end in
itself; it is the beginning of an active teaching and learning engagement. Waiting
for children to demonstrate their readiness by learning something spontaneously
without some intervention or preparation of the environment is, in Bruner’s view,
fruitless.

Bruner’s (1966) perspective casts light on the fundamental relativity that is in-
herent in readiness. If readiness consists of a mastery of simpler skills that permit
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a person to reach higher or more complex skills, one child’s readiness may be an-
other child’s long-ago accomplishment or another child’s yet-to-be-achieved suc-
cess. Whenever readiness is defined in terms of a specific level of accomplishment,
children who have not had similar life experiences or opportunities for learning
are being omitted from this definition. This relativity has posed major difficulties
in reaching consensus on a definition of readiness.

Teachers’ Definitions

Early in the goals process, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching surveyed more than 20,000 teachers in all 50 states regarding their per-
spectives about the readiness of the United States’ children. This survey, which
was distributed in August 1991, was completed by fewer than 35% of the poten-
tial respondents (N = 7,141). Because of this low rate of response, its findings are
highly questionable. One of the central findings, which Boyer called “troubling,
ominous really” (1991, p. 7), is that the respondents claimed that 35% of the
United States’ children are not ready for school. Forty-two percent of the teachers
said that the situation is getting worse compared with 5 years ago; only 25% said
that the situation was improving.

Methodologically, not only did the return rate of this major policy-making
study threaten its validity, but also the way in which the survey questions were
phrased raised significant concerns. Specifically, the survey did not recognize the
fundamental relativity that is at the heart of readiness. Teachers were asked to
give the percentage of students who were not ready to participate successfully in
kindergarten. But no definition of participate successfully was provided, and no
way of knowing the differences among kindergartens across the United States
was available. Similarly, teachers were asked to respond to questions, such as
“How serious a problem was language richness [or emotional maturity, or general
knowledge, or social confidence, or moral awareness, or physical well-being] for
those students who entered school not ready to learn?” These items beg the ques-
tion of the meaning of “ready to learn” and also assume a common perspective
about emotional maturity, social confidence, moral awareness, and so forth. Such
data add little to our knowledge about school readiness.

In an attempt to obtain a better understanding of teachers’ views about readi-
ness, the Goal 1 Technical Planning Group designed a survey that was adminis-
tered by the NCES (1993a). The survey, known as a fast response survey, was sent
to 1,448 kindergarten teachers. The sample was selected from NCES’s Common
Core Data School Universe file, which contains information on 85,000 public
schools, approximately half of which have kindergarten classes. The schools were
selected based on school size, percentage of students eligible for free and reduced
lunch, and percentage of minority students. Data collection was completed by
April 1993, with a return rate of 95%. The principal subscales included in this brief
survey were public school kindergarten teachers’ judgments and beliefs about
school readiness (a = .632), teachers’ judgments about the qualities of school readi-
ness (a = .883), and information about teachers’ practices in kindergarten (o =
.524). In addition, background characteristics of the teachers were also surveyed.

Rather than asking teachers to assume a common definition of readiness, this
survey sought to construct the teachers’ views of readiness from a series of ques-
tions that explored their opinions about early childhood education. For example,
when asked to state how important each of 15 qualities was for a child to be ready
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for kindergarten, teachers indicated that the following characteristics were essen-
tial: A child should be physically healthy, rested, and well-nourished; able to com-
municate needs, wants, and thoughts verbally; and enthusiastic and curious in
approaching new activities (NCES, 1993a). Figure 3.1 displays the ranked percent-
ages of teachers’ ratings of these qualities.

The characteristics considered least important by the respondents were good
problem-solving skills (only 24% selected this as most important), ability to identify
primary colors and basic shapes (24%), ability to use pencils and paint brushes
(21%), knowledge of the alphabet (10%), and ability to count to 20 (7%) (NCES,
1993). Strikingly, these responses run counter to conventional opinions of typical
readiness characteristics. For example, Powell reported that readiness for school
typically embraces “a specific and often narrow set of cognitive and language skills,
usually assessed by determining whether children can master such tasks as identi-
fying four colors by name, copying a square, and repeating a series of four or five
numbers without assistance” (1995, p. 15). But the teachers in this sample did not
value these indicators as highly as the more social characteristics noted in Figure 3.1.

Other items in the survey showed a similar lack of emphasis on conventional
markers of readiness. Table 3.1 contains eight statements that had the highest and
lowest agreement of the respondents with various views of readiness. Using a
five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), teachers were
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Figure 3.1.  Percentage of public school kindergarten teachers’ ratings of qualities that are first, second, and
third most imporiant for a child 1o be ready for school. {Source: National Center for Education Statistics
[NCES], 1993.)
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Toble 3.1.  Means of high and low items on Teachers’ Views of Readiness scale
flem Mean SD
Parents should read to their children and play counting games at home

regularly. 4.9 A4
One of the best ways to help children leam to read is by reading to them. 4.8 5
| can enhance children's readiness by providing experiences they need

to build important skills. 4.6 7
Readiness comes as children grow and malure; you can't push it. 4.4 9
| assume that by the end of the kindergarten year all children will be

ready for first grade. 2.5 1.2
Most children should learn to read in kindergarten. 2.3 1.1
The best way to learn how to read is fo practice matching letters and

sounds repeatedly. 2. 1.1
Homework should be given in kindergarten almost every day. 2.1 1.3

SD, standard deviation.
Sources: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (1993a) and Nelson (1997).

asked to indicate their concordance with a list of 17 statements. The means for
these statements (see Nelson, 1997, for calculations of means) show a high value
on interaction with children and a low emphasis on more typically academic con-
cerns (i.e., homework, matching letters and sounds, drill and practice). However,
the statements with the highest agreements also reveal a significant ambiguity
among the teachers who were included in this sample. They embraced both an ac-
tive learning position ("I can enhance children’s readiness by providing experi-
ences they need to build important skills”) and a more passive approach ("Readi-
ness comes as children grow and mature; you can’t push it”). These contradictory
outlooks or ideologies about teaching and learning may relate to whether the ref-
erent of the item is academic or social. For example, most teachers expressed a
greater concern with a child’s ability to take turns and share (64% indicated that
this was a strong emphasis) than with teaching children to read (44% agreed with
the statement that kindergarten children should not be given reading instruction
unless they show an interest). In short, readiness among these teachers seemed to
relate more to social indicators than to academic concerns, although among
schools with high levels of poverty and with teachers who are African American
there was a higher value on academic outcomes and marginally lower emphasis
on social indicators. Nevertheless, only approximately one quarter of the teachers
(27%) believed that by the end of the kindergarten year all children would be
ready to advance to first grade. Given this conclusion, it is critical to arrive at a
clear conception of what readiness is and how to assess it so that children who
need early intervention receive it and so that all children have better opportuni-
ties for success.

CONCEPTIONS OF READINESS

Despite the high return rate and the excellent quality of the NCES survey, a com-
mon definition of readiness remains elusive. Indeed, four conceptions of readiness
have been advanced in the literature: idealist/nativist, empiricist/environmental,
social constructivist, and interactionist. A discussion of these varied approaches
@ bring some clarity to the issues surrounding readiness.
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Idealist/Nativist

One common view of readiness holds that children are ready to start school when
they reach a level of maturity that enables them to sit quietly, focus on work, en-
gage with their peers in socially acceptable ways, and accept direction from
adults. Development is only marginally influenced by external forces; endoge-
nous factors control behavior and learning, which are closely linked. This view is
often ascribed to adherents of Arnold Gesell's maturational philosophy (see Ilg &
Ames, 1972) and can be characterized in a number of different ways. It is an ideal-
ist philosophy in the sense that it conceptualizes development in highly abstract
terms; it is almost Platonic in its view of how growth occurs. Rather than focus on
the impact of such external elements as parental nurture, the economic environ-
ment, educational inputs, or other social factors, this perspective privileges the in-
ternal dynamics of the child and consigns exogenous factors to the background.
This view does not deny the power of the environment to alter a child’s life, but it
asserts the primacy of the ideal aspects of development over all other elements,
making the latter subject to the control of the former. The true meaning of devel-
opment, therefore, lies in the ideal sphere of inner development rather than in the
phenomenal areas of external activity.

Described as a romantic view by Kohlberg and Mayer (1972), this perspective
posits an internal clock within the child that continues to advance despite the ac-
tivity that surrounds it. Educators’ roles are to nurture the child’s natural unfold-
ing, much as Plato metaphorically described the task of the educator to be that of
tending a garden in order to bring to fruition the seeds that are planted there.
Smith and Shepard’s (1988) term for this approach to early learning and develop-
ment is nativism. They noted that nativism holds that “nearly all functions of the
organism, including the mental ones such as perception, are innate rather than ac-
quired through the senses” (1988, p. 332). School readiness can thus be defined as
the task of allowing the psychological forces underlying learning to unfold so that
physiological and constitutional structures can eventually emerge.

In short, the idealist/nativist perspective on readiness holds that children are
ready to learn when they are ready. There is little that can be done to accelerate
this process. Rather, as a result of an internal, organismic process that is indepen-
dent of environmental manipulation, children will eventually be able to concen-
trate in school, focus on activities that are novel, relate appropriately to adults and
peers, and gain satisfaction from being part of a community of students.

Empiricist/Environmental

In contrast to the idealist/nativist view, an empiricist/environmental conception
defines readiness entirely in terms of the practical characteristics of the child’s be-
haviors. Instead of a “mentalist” perspective of an unfolding, endogenous learner,
the empiricist or materialist view focuses on the external evidence of learning. In
this Lockean picture, readiness is commensurate with knowing colors, shapes,
one’s address, and how to spell one’s name; with identifying one object which is
similar to another that is embedded in an array of dissimilar objects; and with
counting to 10, saying the letters of the alphabet, and behaving in a polite and so-
cially expected manner. Instead of focusing on the mental structure of the child,
this approach concentrates on what the child can do and how the child behaves.
Also known as a cultural transmission (Kohlberg & Mayer, 1972) or environ-
@ ntalist model (Smith & Shepard, 1988), this view reflects an externally driven

RIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



48 Meisels

approach to development. In it, the child’s development is assumed to be con-
trolled almost totally by events and conditions that dominate his or her social and
cultural world. School readiness is characterized by a cumulative skills model that
posits a hierarchy of tasks that culminate in a final task, and in which intermedi-
ate tasks cannot be mastered before earlier goals are achieved (Gagné, 1970).

Kagan (1990) called this approach readiness for school as contrasted to readiness
for learning. She pointed out that this view emphasizes specific skills or experi-
ences that are valued as the precursors to successful school experience, rather than
as ends in themselves. Children acquire these skills and information through ex-
ternal guidance or teaching. Those who cannot demonstrate these skills are not
ready for school and may need special assistance or enrollment in such extra-year
programs as “Developmental Kindergartens” or “Young 5s” programs (this is also
the solution of choice for children who are not ready in the idealist/nativist per-
spective). Fundamental to this view is the belief that readiness is an absolute state
of affairs (see Meisels, 1996)—an end point that children and teachers can strive
for—and that the criteria for readiness are stable and universal.

Social Constructivist

A different approach emerges from the perspective that takes seriously the basic
relativity that characterizes readiness among young children. This view rejects the
notion that readiness is something within the child (idealism) or something ab-
solute and external to the child against which the child must be evaluated (em-
piricism). Rather, this perspective sees readiness in social and cultural terms.
Readiness is

A set of ideas or meanings constructed by people in communities, families, and
schools as they participate in the kindergarten experience. These ideas come out
of community values and expectations and are related to individual children in
terms of attributes like their age, sex, and preschool experience. (Graue, 1992,
p- 226)

This view shifts the focus of assessment away from the child and toward the
community in which the child is living. Specifically, perceptions of teachers, par-
ents, and others regarding a child’s readiness become the foreground for this dlS-
cussion. Love noted,

Developmental status by itself does not determine readiness because the skills
and abilities necessary for school success may vary substantially from one school
to another, or even from one classroom to another within a school. For a given set
of school expectations, there can even be considerable variation in the specific skills
and abilities that lead to successful school performance. (1995, p. 1)

Because of these factors, the typical definition of readiness provides little or no
guidance on how to resolve differences that are found among communities,
schools, or even classrooms.

In a study of three teachers in three quite different schools, Graue (1993)
found that readiness was most accurately defined in terms of community and con-

ERIC N
87



Assessing Readiness 49

textual demands, rather than absolute characteristics of children. Smith and Shep-
ard (1988) also found a range of opinions about readiness without having to leave
a single school district. In their study of six schools located in the same school dis-
trict, they discovered that teachers’ beliefs about readiness varied substantially
and could be described and ordered along a dimension of nativism. These opin-
ions were influenced by local views of school readiness that sprung from the par-
ticular values, expectations, and socioeconomic mix of the school, as well as teach-
ers’ prior dispositions, training, and personal experiences.

In other words, a social constructivist perspective on readiness abjures ab-
solute definitions and looks to the setting for its definition of readiness. A child
who may be ready in one community or even in one school in the same commu-
nity may not be ready in another school or community. Readiness is in the eye of
the beholder.

Interactionist

The final perspective on readiness can be described as interactionist. It incorpo-
rates information about the child as well as information about the milieu in which
the child is reared and is taught. In this view, readiness is a bidirectional concept. It
focuses on children’s learning and on schools’ capacities to meet the individual
needs of their students. Stated formally,

Readiness and early school achievement are bi-directional concepts that focus
both on children’s current skills, knowledge, and abilities and on the conditions of
the environment in which children are reared and taught. Because different chil-
dren are prepared for different experiences, and different children respond differ-
entially to apparently similar environmental inputs, readiness is a relative term.
Although it can be applied to individual children, it is not something in the child,
and it is not something in the curriculum. It is a product of the interaction between
children’s prior experiences, their genetic endowment, their maturational status,
and the whole range of environmental and cultural experiences that they en-
counter. (Meisels, 1996, p. 410)

This is a comprehensive view of readiness. With a dual focus on the child and
the environment in which the child is being taught, it integrates an emphasis on
child development with a recognition that the perceptions of the individuals in
the child’s environment shape the content of what is taught, learned, and valued.
In this view, the interaction relates to how the child’s activity alters the expecta-
tions of the environment even as the environment modifies what the child is able
to accomplish. Stated differently, this perspective addresses both the child’s con-
tributions to schooling and the school’s contribution to the child. It is directed to-
ward future possibilities rather than past deficiencies. It is based on a commitment
to helping all children become learners, and it suggests that educational success
will depend on the emergence of a reciprocal relationship between school and
child, this relationship to be mentored by the child’s teacher.

The interactional view of readiness reformulates apparent opposites so that
they coexist instead of conflict. For example, children’s skills are not considered to
be solely inborn or primarily externally contingent; rather, they reflect joint con-
tributions of inheritance and experience. Similarly, educational interventions are
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not viewed as strictly individualistic (created in response to a child’s unique set of
skills, experiences, accomplishments, or needs) or as “one size fits all.” Instead,
the interactionist view assumes a set of clear and explicit standards that admit a
range of continua in their realization. Teachers apply these standards through doc-
umenting children’s performance in school, evaluating that performance in rela-
tionship to external standards, formulating plans for working with children based
on this information, and then repeating the process of documentation and evalu-
ation over time, based on cumulative experiences. In this manner, the central axes
in the readiness equation—the child and the educational environment—are mu-
tually altered and transformed.

Summary

These four characterizations of the readiness construct are essential for under-
standing what is meant by readiness. Similarly, a definition of the readiness con-
struct is necessary in order to take the next step of determining how to assess
young children’s readiness—that is, how to evaluate their status at the outset of
school. Conventionally, readiness has been assessed by tests that are variations of
achievement tests. The principal difference between readiness tests and achieve-
ment tests is temporal: Readiness tests are administered at the outset of the school
year; achievement tests are usually given at the end. The content of the two types
of tests is related in that readiness tests more or less reflect earlier versions of skills
that are assessed later by achievement tests at more advanced levels. Fundamen-
tally, readiness tests depict a child’s relative preparedness to take advantage of a
specific program or curriculum by describing the child’s current level of skill
achievement or preacademic preparedness.

MODELS OF ASSESSSMENT

After the 1989 Education Summit, the problem of determining how to assess
readiness moved to center stage among policy makers. If the United States was in-
deed to have confidence that all children will enter school ready to learn, some
form of readiness assessment must be possible for purposes of accountability. Dif-
ferent constructs of readiness call for different approaches to assessment. Four dif-
ferent models of assessment are discussed in this section, corresponding to the
four definitions presented previously.

Idealist/Nativist

The idealist/nativist theoretical conception sees readiness as a within-the-child
phenomenon. Whether a child is ready for school is a function of maturational
processes inherent in the child that eventually enable the child to perform ade-
quately in school. The chief exponent of this view is Arnold Gesell and his fol-
lowers (see Gesell & Amatruda, 1941; Ilg & Ames, 1972), although this view is also
part of the widely held “common wisdom” about childhood development on
which many parents, professionals, and policy makers rely (see Barth & Mitchell,
1992). The Gesell perspective views development as occurring in predictable
stages that are regulated by forces internal to the child. Environmental inputs
have little impact on this natural unfolding. However, because development takes
place according to prescribed stages, it is possible to measure relative progress of
children as they move through these stages by means of specialized assessments.
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The use of the Gesell School Readiness Test (Haines, Ames, & Gillespie, 1980)
to determine whether a child should enter kindergarten, stay at home (thus en-
joying a “gift of time”), or be placed in an extra-year program (“developmental
kindergarten”) became a cause célébre among early childhood educators in the late
1980s and early 1990s. Estimates of the frequency of use of the Gesell in early
childhood programs were very high (see Graue & Shepard, 1989), and growing
numbers of children were held back at the outset of school because of their per-
formance on this test (see Meisels, 1987, 1989, 1992a). The situation became so
charged that some states began to raise the required minimum age of entry for
kindergarten to account for the “unreadiness” that was being uncovered among
their state’s population (Meisels, 1992a). National talk shows and network news
magazines began to feature programs in which children and parents testified
about the negative impact of testing children at the outset of school. In some
states, such as Michigan, the Attorney General was even called on to affirm that
children be allowed to enroll in kindergarten “despite the recommendation of
school district personnel that [they] attend an alternative ‘Early 5 or ‘Develop-
mental Kindergarten’ program” (State of Michigan, 1987, p. 1).

At issue were both the construct being assessed and the assessment itself.
Maturational theory was an outgrowth of the 1920s and 1930s, when the study of
child development was truly in its infancy. The assessment that began to enjoy
great popularity in the mid-1980s was derived from work that Gesell had done
more than one half of a century before, although little cumulative empirical re-
search was available to establish its accuracy or stability. Over the years, matura-
tional theory was surpassed by more complex and better researched theories that
were at odds with both the premises and conclusions of this view (Fischer & Sil-
vern, 1985; White, 1996).

Many scholars began to report studies demonstrating the problems of mis-
classification attributable to the Gesell. (See Graue and Shepard, 1989, and Meisels,
1989, for reviews of these studies.) An example of the kind of problems encoun-
tered in the research literature can be seen in a study intended to defend the va-
lidity of the Gesell (Walker, 1992). This investigation used a multitrait, multi-
method approach to show the relationship between 4- and 6-year-old children’s
scores on the Gesell Developmental Assessment (GDA; a version of the Gesell
School Readiness Test) and a variety of outcome measures at age 8/ years. How-
ever, the study showed that children’s average performance on the GDA fell
below chronological age expectations. The discrepancy ranged from 2 months at
age 4 to nearly 7 months by age 6.

Findings of such magnitude and consistency would normally suggest that the
GDA is in need of recalibration, because in a representative sample it is unlikely
that so many children would be delayed (see Meisels, 1992b, from which this
argument is derived). However, Walker (1992) concluded that the problem lies
within the children rather than within the test. Lichtenstein (1990) reported simi-
lar findings for the full Gesell School Readiness Screening Test (GSRST), of which
the GDA is a prominent element. But unlike Walker, he interpreted the greater
than 50% discrepancy between “developmental” and chronological age as evi-
dence of the GSRST’s miscalibration.

In Walker’s (1992) study, it could be objected that the GDA’s unexpected re-
lationship to chronological age is vindicated by its correlations with follow-up as-
sessments. Such correlations, if high enough, would indeed place the onus on the
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children rather than on the assessment. But before this conclusion can be drawn,
two others must be established. First, it must be shown that the correlations that
were obtained were not influenced by teachers’ prior knowledge or exposure.
Lichtenstein (1990) demonstrated that teachers’ “tendency to perceive children as
unready is directly proportional to the extent of Gesell Institute training received”
(p. 371). In other words, low scores on the GDA may have set up an expectancy
among the children’s teachers concerning the children’s performance. Only a
completely “blind” trial, in which the Gesell findings were concealed from the
preschool and follow-up teachers and/or examiners and these examiners were
uninformed about Gesell teachings and practice, could eliminate this powerful
source of potential bias. However, the examiners in Walker’s study were not all
blind to the children’s previous results, and they were all trained in Gesell ideol-
ogy and practice.

Second, given that bias is controlled, it must be demonstrated that the
preschool indicator, the GDA, is highly predictive of the classifications obtained
on the 8-year-old measures. Walker’s (1992) study showed that, in the vast major-
ity of cases, children changed classifications in the follow-up assessment. Indeed,
on three of the four outcome measures, the preschool ratings were lower than the
average performance across all quartiles (in one area, reading, the prediction was
identical to the outcome). Thus, it appears that the GDA’s underestimation of
children’s abilities—actually, a reverse “Lake Wobegon effect” (Koretz, 1988)—is
highlighted by these comparisons. These data, similar to so many other indepen-
dent studies of the Gesell, do not support its use for assessing readiness. Ironically,
through its consistent finding of developmental ratings below chronological age
expectancies, the study asks us to believe in the test rather than in the child—a pe-
culiar position indeed for advocates of developmentally appropriate practice.

Empiricist/Environmental

The empiricist/environmental perspective holds that readiness is something that
lies outside the child. It consists of several modal skills, behaviors, and personality
traits that can be evaluated empirically and that are considered basic precursors to
successful school performance in young children. Assessment of such skills has a
long history that can be traced to the reading readiness tests of the 1930s and is still
alive today. Stallman and Pearson (1990) pointed out that these tests were intended
to measure traits and achievements that were correlated with readiness for first-
grade instruction. Over the years, the major tests of early school achievement—
consisting of the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills, the Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills,
the California Achievement Test, and the Stanford Early School Achievement
Test—have not differed significantly from one another in form (“fill in the bubbles
and ovals”), psychometrics (they are often validated in a self-referential manner
against one another), construct (skills are reduced to decontextualized subparts),
and content (primarily low-level preliteracy and literacy items). Table 3.2 shows
the subtests of these tests. Not only do the tests resemble one another, but they are
also similar to the original reading readiness tests that were formulated more than
half a century ago. Stallman and Pearson found that these tests assess children “on
isolated skills in decontexturalized settings rather than on reading tasks in situa-
tions in which they are asked to behave like readers” (1990, p. 38). These tests also
focus on recognition skills, not production or even identification. This omits any
view of reading as a process of active cognitive construction.
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Table 3.2, Subtests of kindergarten achievement tests

T1BSe CTBS® CATe MAT9 SESATe
Word analysis Sound Word analysis Reading Sound
recognition recognition
Vocabulary Vocabulary Vocabulary language Words
Language Comprehension Comprehension  Science Reading
Listening Visual language Social studies letters
recognition expression
Math Math Math Math Math
Environment
Listening

From Meisels, S.J. (1996). Performance in context: Assessing children’s achievement at the outset of school.
In AJ. Sameroff & M.M. Haith (Eds.], The five io seven year shifi: The age of reason and responsibility
{pp- 410-431). Chicago: University of Chicago Press; reprinted by permission.

a[TBS, lowa Tests of Basic Skills.

bCTBS, Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills.
¢CAT, Cdlifornia Achievement Test.

IMAT, Metropolitan Achievement Test.

¢SESAT, Stanford Early School Achievement Test.

In addition to these early school achievement tests, another exemplar of the
empiricist model in assessment is found in conventional readiness tests, a large
number of which are available. Although tests of early school achievement may
be narrow in terms of the domains they cover and the methods they use to obtain
information from children (i.e., they are primarily group-administered tests that
rely exclusively on pencil-and-paper methods), readiness tests are often individu-
ally administered and may sometimes include a variety of responses (e.g., build-
ing with blocks, gross motor tasks, drawing). In this respect, some readiness tests
resemble developmental screening tests, which are administered to individual
children and include diverse response formats. However, the similarity ends there
because the content of these two types of tests is dissimilar, and the use that can be
made of the data obtained from the tests is quite discrepant. The purpose of de-
velopmental screening for 3-, 4-, and 5-year-olds is to assess children briefly to
identify those who may be at risk for school failure. Criteria for developmental
screening instruments are that they be brief, efficient, inexpensive, objectively
scored, reliable, valid, culture- and language-fair, and broadly developmental in
focus (Meisels, with Atkins-Burnett, 1994). In contrast, most readiness tests are
criterion-referenced, unstandardized, and lack data concerning reliability and va-
lidity. Developmental screening instruments serve a critical purpose in early child-
hood by identifying children who may need special services so that intervention
can begin early. (See Meisels, Marsden, Wiske, & Henderson, 1997, for an example
of a well-standardized screening instrument, or Meisels, with Atkins-Burnett, 1994,
and Meisels & Provence, 1989, for reviews of a variety of screening instruments.)

Perhaps the greatest problem with readiness tests is their lack of validity. This
problem creates substantial danger of misclassification. One study of four readi-
ness tests found that children who were poor, male, African American, and young
in relation to their peers were much more likely to be classified by these tests as
unready or at risk. “When kindergarten screening tests are used for placement de-
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cisions, one may witness disproportionate placement of such children in special
programs. . . . We are concerned that uncritical acceptance and use of these scores
may reinforce, if not exacerbate, tendencies to create ‘ghetto’ junior kindergar-
tens” (Ellwein et al., 1991, p. 170). One of the readiness tests used in this study
was the Brigance K and 1 Screen (Brigance, 1982). This widely used test is a brief
assessment of young children’s language development, motor abilities, number
skills, body and social awareness, and auditory and visual discrimination. In the
Ellwein et al. (1991) study, this test accounted for only one fifth of the variance in
the quantitative outcome and 15% of the variation in the prereading subtest of the
Metropolitan Readiness Test in first grade; on an assessment of cognitive devel-
opment, it accounted for less than one fourth of the variance.

Previous research about the Brigance K and 1 Screen demonstrated similar
results, with one review summarizing its findings by saying that “any school sys-
tem that uses the Brigance inventories without going through a local validation
effort is placing itself at risk legally” (Robinson & Kovacevich, 1984, p. 98). How-
ever, a new technical report has been published for the Brigance Screenings (Glas-
coe, 1997). Unfortunately, these new data do not provide conclusive evidence
concerning the validity of the instrument. The kindergarten sample for this stand-
ardization consisted of only 74 children. The criterion measures for the screening
were a combination of parent report scales (themselves of questionable validity)
and standardized achievement tests. The most critical information for deciding
whether a test can be used for classification is the proportion of children correctly
identified with a placement instrument (i.e., sensitivity) and the proportion of chil-
dren without the condition in question who are correctly not identified (i.e., speci-
ficity). The technical manual produced by the Brigance publisher shows that 25%
of the children not at risk academically on the follow-up examinations would be
considered to be at risk, and 23% of those who were at risk would be missed alto-
gether (Glascoe, 1997). This “hit rate” is not sufficient to justify the use of the Brig-
ance as a test to classify children or to determine their readiness for school.

It is important to know the accuracy of developmental screening and readi-
ness tests because both contain an implicit prediction. That is, they imply that fail-
ure on either instrument will lead to difficulties in school. However, no readiness
tests have yet been developed that have acceptable predictive validity. (In con-
trast, see Meisels et al., 1997, and Meisels, Henderson, Liaw, Browning, & Ten
Have, 1993, for an example of high predictive validity of a developmental screen-
ing instrument.) Without a reasonable level of accuracy (i.e., sensitivity and speci-
ficity at or above .80), the probability is high that there will be false identifications,
mistaken placements, and inappropriate classifications. Of all the reasons that
explain the lack of long-term accuracy of school readiness tests, none is more
compelling than the basic rationale presented previously. Readiness tests are con-
cerned with determining whether a child has acquired a cluster of curriculum-
related skills. Not only do children, especially young children, acquire skills at
different rates and in different ways, but they are also exquisitely sensitive to the
opportunity to learn. If a child has not been taught his or her colors or shapes or
has not been exposed to opportunities to acquire these skills, then that informa-
tion will not be available to the child. Frisbie and Andrews noted that, because of
the limited scope of skills that readiness tests and batteries are able to assess,

The scores should not be expected to make major contributions to many of the de-
@ cisions educators might want to make about kindergarten pupils. For example,
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the Scores are not valid as indicators of who is or is not ready for kindergarten. The
deficiencies represented by low readiness scores may be “treated” in relatively
short order through instruction. (1990, p. 447)

Children arrive at school with a plethora of diverse previous experiences.
Readiness tests and the empiricist/environmental rationale that support them as-
sume a common core of learning before school; but this is unjustified. Children
who do poorly on readiness tests often do well on similar assessments by the end
of their kindergarten year, whereas those who begin at a high level may plateau
or even drop in skill achievement as expectations rise (Meisels, 1987). Such vari-
ability again shows that the problem is not with the children but with the tests.
The evidence does not support this perspective on assessing children’s readiness.

Social Constructivist

The social constructivist approach assumes that readiness is situationally specific,
locally generated, and highly relative (Graue, 1992, 1993). Readiness “cannot be
defined without reference to how children’s behavior and development are sup-
ported and what the children should be ready for” (Love, Aber, & Brooks-Gunn,
1994, p. 2). The social constructivist view recognizes that local communities hold
different values, expectations, and norms for their children. Differences in paren-
tal wealth, ethnicity, education, and background account for some of these differ-
ences. However, differences also flow from variations in many other sources
(e.g., teaching staff, school principals, policy makers). In short, this perspective
holds that to understand and assess a child’s readiness, it is essential to take into
account the context in which the child is reared and the setting in which the child
will be educated.

How is readiness assessed under these conditions? Love et al. (1994) sug-
gested establishing a methodology at a community level to provide information
about the collective status of children entering kindergarten. Their proposal is not
intended for assessing individual children but for producing community aggre-
gate measures. Their community assessment strategy includes nine requirements,
which are shown in Table 3.3 and are described as follows.

The first requirement calls for all key dimensions of the First National Goal to
be assessed. These dimensions, which were proposed by the Technical Review
Group and ratified by the National Education Goals Panel, include the following
domains: 1) physical well-being and motor development, 2) social and emotional
development, 3) approaches toward learning, 4) language usage, and 5) cognition
and general knowledge (Kagan et al., 1995). Love et al. (1994) suggested 18 indi-
cators of these dimensions that can be used to show the strengths and weaknesses
of child development-related outcomes in the community. Second, they suggested
a focus on the collective status of all entering kindergartners. Their purpose is to
develop a community profile of the status of children and institutions. Therefore,
only aggregate measures are to be used, and a matrix sampling design will be em-
ployed whereby children in the community will not all receive every assessment.
Only a sample will participate, and each member of the sample will be adminis-
tered a portion of the entire assessment from which generalizations can be drawn.

Third, Love and colleagues (1994) suggested that the community assessment
rely on existing instruments. To respond to children’s and communities’ needs as

@~ ickly as possible, they chose 22 indicators from several reliable and valid in-
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Table 3.3.  Requirements for a communily readiness assessment strategy

Assess all key dimensions relevant to the Readiness Goal.

Focus on the collective status of entering kindergartners.

Rely primarily on existing instruments.

Incorporate multiple modes of assessment.

Incorporate multiple perspectives in the assessment.

Be adaptable to local circumsiances.

Be appropriate for diverse cultural and racial /ethnic groups.

Balance positive and negative indicators of the readiness dimensions.
Be ready for implementation.

VONO O N —

From love, ] M., Aber, |.A., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (1994). Strategies for assessing community progress loward
achieving the first nationol educational goal. Princeton, NJ: Mathematica Policy Research; reprinted by
permission.

struments. Their fourth and fifth suggestions are closely related: They encourage
the use of multiple modes of assessment and multiple perspectives in assessment.
Specifically, they recommend that direct assessments of children’s development
be supplemented with indirect reports from teachers and parents, observations of
children in groups, and surveys of adults in the child’s world. Thus, this strategy
incorporates the perspectives of a range of individuals commenting on a large
number of indicators of importance in the life of children and the community.

Sixth, Love et al. (1994) cautioned educators to be adaptable to local circum-
stances. Some communities may focus on bilingualism, enhanced cognition, or so-
cially adaptative strategies. The key is that the battery of assessments that is fi-
nally selected should reflect the values of a particular community. The seventh
recommendation is a correlate of the sixth: Assessments should be appropriate for
diverse cultural and racial/ethnic groups. As an example, they pointed out that,
in some communities, neighborhood violence occurs so infrequently that ”it
makes little sense to track it over time to assess within-community change. For
other communities, however, the incidence of violence may be relatively high, and
its reduction may be key to improving children’s school readiness” (Love et al.,
1994, p. 10).

Their final two suggestions are to balance positive and negative indicators of
the readiness dimensions and to be ready for implementation. Balance reminds us
to focus not only on the problems of a community but also on the available
strengths and resources. One of these strengths is a community’s will to engage in
this assessment process as soon as possible, using the existing measures that are
suggested, to help all children become ready for successful school experiences.

As Love et al. (1994) suggested, the limitations of this overall strategy arise
from its strengths. Collected here are a range of indicators that provide a profile
or general index of the readiness of children in a community. Because the focus is
on the readiness of a community’s children, specific information needed for par-
ents, educators, or policy makers regarding individual children is absent. Another
problem in this approach is its complexity and potential cost. Not only are large
numbers of measures employed in this strategy, but they must also be coordinated
during their administration and interpreted after their aggregation. This costs
money and requires expertise that may not be available in many communities.
Nevertheless, the approach described here is an excellent design for beginning to
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understand the forces that result in different communities adopting different pro-
files about readiness. This methodology answers the question, “Ready for what?”

Interactionist

The interactionist view holds that readiness is a relational, interactional construct
that reflects a joint focus on the child’s status and the characteristics of the edu-
cational setting. Readiness is not something for which people wait, and it is not
something that is imposed. It is not a within-the-child phenomenon or something
specifically outside the child. Rather, it is the product of a set of educational deci-
sions that are differentially shaped by the skills, experiences, and learning oppor-
tunities that the child has had and by the perspectives and goals of the commu-
nity, classroom, and teacher.

When readiness is defined as an interaction, two conditions are critical for its
assessment. First, there must be sustained opportunities for teacher—child interac-
tions to occur. Second, these interactions must occur over time, rather than on a
single occasion. These two conditions are at once obvious but also represent a dra-
matic departure from conventional paradigms and from all three models pre-
sented previously. The difference from other conceptions of readiness lies in the
joint focus on the child and educational environment and in the recognition of a
temporal dimension to readiness assessment. This view does not hold that all the
kindergarten children in a community can be “rounded up” on a given day and
tested to determine their readiness. Rather, it suggests that readiness can only be
assessed over time and in context. Perhaps this is what Bruner (1966) really meant
when he said that readiness is a ”half truth.”

Currently, a methodology exists that can provide the type of readiness as-
sessment that occurs over time and in interaction. Specifically, curriculum-
embedded performance assessments can be viewed as means for helping teachers
and children reach their potential in early childhood and early elementary class-
rooms. Performance assessments are founded on the notion that learning and de-
velopment can only be assessed over time and in interaction with materials, peers,
and other people. Classrooms in which curriculum-embedded performance as-
sessments (also known as ”authentic performance assessments” [see Wiggins,
1989]) take place not only contain a joint focus on the child’s status and the char-
acteristics of the child’s educational setting, but they also encourage individual
planning, programming, and evaluation. These characteristics can be incorpo-
rated into the components of a curriculum-embedded performance assessment,
similar to those described for older students by Darling-Hammond and Ancess
(1996) and Wolf and Reardon (1996) or for children from preschool through grade
5 in the Work Sampling System (Meisels, 1997; Meisels, Jablon, Marsden, Dichtel-
miller, & Dorfman, 1994). This latter approach offers an empirical test of the in-
teractional definition of readiness. Relying on developmental guidelines and
checklists, portfolios, and summary reports, the Work Sampling System is based
on using teachers’ perceptions of their students in actual classroom situations
while informing, expanding, and structuring those perceptions. It involves stu-
dents and parents in the learning and assessment process, instead of relying on
measures that are external to the community, classroom, and family context, and
it makes possible a systematic documentation of what children are learning and
how teachers are teaching. In short, the Work Sampling System draws attention to
what the child brings to the learning situation and vice versa. As active construc-
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tors of knowledge, children should be expected to analyze, synthesize, evaluate,
and interpret facts and ideas. This approach to performance assessment provides
teachers with the opportunity to learn about these processes by documenting chil-
dren’s interactions with materials, adults, and peers in the classroom environment
and using this documentation to evaluate children’s achievements and plan fu-
ture education interventions. Evidence of the reliability and validity of the Work
Sampling System with kindergarten children is available (Meisels, Bickel, Nichol-
son, Xue, & Atkins-Burnett, 1998; Meisels, Liaw, Dorfman, & Nelson, 1995).

For this proposal to be successful, it must be implemented cautiously. Only
performance assessments that meet several critical criteria will actually help edu-
cators to reach their goals of assessing readiness interactionally. Following the
suggestions of Calfee (1992), these criteria include the following. First, such as-
sessments should be integrative, bringing together various skills into visible dis-
plays and demonstrations of behavior that occur during the context of instruction.
In this paradigm, children are expected to construct models, solve problems, and
prepare reports that call upon a range of skills, experiences, and knowledge. Sec-
ond, these assessments should emphasize top-level competence. Unlike conventional
group-administered norm-referenced tests, performance assessments ask children
to show what they can do, and teachers are expected to work with their students
to help them achieve their best possible work—work that reflects their special tal-
ents or interests.

Third, performance assessments should encourage metacognition and the ca-
pacity to articulate as well as reflect on performance. Through performance as-
sessments, children are engaged in the learning process. They evaluate their own
work and reflect on their own progress, rather than being passive recipients of in-
struction or compliant occupants of the classroom. Finally, performance assess-
ments are guided by developmental standards. These standards are embedded in the
longitudinal character of children’s work that is captured by the continuous
progress format of curriculum-embedded performance assessments. These stan-
dards also emphasize the continuity of curricular development between children
at different ages, grades, and levels of functioning.

This view represents a significant change in the expectations for readiness as-
sessment. No longer can it be determined whether a child should be enrolled in
general kindergarten based on a brief evaluation of core skills that should be
achieved by all children, or as a result of maturation. Rather, readiness is some-
thing to be demonstrated by children in situ, over time, and differentially when
teachers are systematically prepared to observe, document, and evaluate it and to
apply community-based standards established in relation to a nationally vali-
dated understanding of curriculum domains, as exemplified by the Work Sam-
pling System (Meisels, 1996). Readiness, it turns out, cannot be assessed easily,
quickly, or efficiently.

The type of performance assessment described in this chapter as a readiness
assessment is not adopted easily or without expense. It requires extensive profes-
sional development for teachers; changes in orientation regarding testing, grad-
ing, and student classification by educational policy makers; and alteration in ex-
pectations by parents and the community. Such changes entail financial burdens;
the need for centralized coordination and program evaluation; and long-term
commitment from teachers, parents, and the community—all of which are poten-
tial obstacles to implementation.
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Although these obstacles exist, this perspective is consistent with the most re-
cent call to the field from the Goal 1 Technical Planning Group regarding the sta-
tus of readiness testing:

The Technical Planning Group, while understanding the complexity of the techni-
cal challenges associated with defining and assessing early development and
learning . . . is convinced that new assessments are doomed to repeat past prob-
lems unless such efforts are permeated by a conceptual orientation that accom-
modates cultural and contextual variability in what is being measured and in how
measurements are constructed. Within the broad parameters of standardization,
then, flexibility and inventiveness must be brought to bear on the content and the
process of assessment. (Kagan et al., 1995, p. 42)

The approach to assessing readiness from an interactional perspective using
curriculum-embedded performance assessment meets this challenge.

CONCLUSION: THREE APHORISMS
CONCERNING THE ASSESSMENT OF READINESS

The readiness issue is thick with dilemmas. It calls for achievement testing before
children reach school, even though it is known that common assumptions about
conditions of learning before formal education begins cannot be made. It implies
an assumption of homogeneity and equity in opportunities before kindergarten,
but it is clear that children come from heterogeneous backgrounds and are raised
in dramatically different ways with access to a variety of personal and material re-
sources. It also suggests that all children are being prepared for a similar educa-
tional program when the field of early education is marked by lack of uniformity
and by vast differences in curriculum and methods.

The solution offered in this chapter cuts through these dilemmas by recog-
nizing the heterogeneity in preparation, life experiences, and educational envi-
ronments that children will have encountered by the time they enter school. The
assessment methodology suggested previously represents a common denomina-
tor of standards and methods to determine if and at what levels of accomplish-
ment children have achieved these standards. Despite substantial use of this ap-
proach (see Meisels, 1997), the task of implementation is at least as challenging as
the responsibility to use assessments fairly and appropriately with young chil-
dren. Three aphorisms can be advanced in light of this chapter’s discussions to
summarize views on the issues facing readiness assessments and on how Goal 1
should be construed:

* Testing is not a monolith.
* High-stakes testing does not promote early childhood learning.

* Readiness assessment calls for a comprehensive view of learning and
development.

Testing Is Not a Monolith

There are many different types of assessments and assessment purposes. No sin-
gle assessment will satisfy all our educational needs or solve all our educational
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problems. One way that resources are squandered and children are placed at risk
is by using assessments as blunt instruments, in which one type of assessment is
expected to perform the functions of others. The Committee on School Health and
Committee on Early Childhood of the American Academy of Pediatrics made
clear the dangers inherent in the inappropriate use of school readiness tests:

When instruments and procedures designed for screening are used for diagnostic
purposes, or when tests are administered by individuals who have a limited per-
spective on the variations of normal development, or when staff with little formal
training in test administration perform the screening, children can be wrongly
identified and their education jeopardized. (1995, p. 437)

Thus, assessments must be used carefully and appropriately to resolve educa-
tional problems, rather than to create such problems.

This maxim cautions us to use assessments in the way that they were de-
signed and intended. A range of assessment purposes that are appropriate for
young children can be described (see Meisels, 1994). Because a variety of assess-
ment purposes may need to be fulfilled, it is unjustified to assume that these pur-
poses can be satisfied by one or two types of assessment instruments. However,
not all purposes are appropriate for young children or are consistent with the in-
teractional purposes described previously. For example, Kagan, Rosenkoetter, and
Cohen suggested that assessment for accountability (that is, measurement for the
purpose of “informing the public about the collective status of children”) is also
suitable for young children (1997, p. 7). This can be disputed.

High-Stakes Testing Does Not Promote Early Childhood Learning

Accountability issues nearly always raise the stakes of assessment so that poor
scores on such examinations result in negative sanctions. High-stakes testing refers
to the use of assessment data to make decisions about enrollment, retention, pro-
motion, incentives for children or teachers, or other tangible rewards or punish-
ments (Madaus, 1988; Meisels, 1989). The evidence about the negative impact of
these assessments on young children is strong. In a study of 12 elementary schools
in New York State during a period of increased use of high-stakes assessment ac-
countability (1978-1989), Allington and McGill-Franzen (1992) found that reten-
tion and special education placements increased in the primary grades in step
with an increase in accountability pressures. Studying elementary schools in Ari-
zona, Smith found other negative effects of testing on teachers:

Testing programs substantially reduce the time available for instruction, narrow
curricular offerings and modes of instruction, and potentially reduce the capaci-
ties of teachers to teach content and to use methods and materials that are incom-
patible with standardized testing formats. (1991, p. 8)

As accountability pressures increase, not only do teachers and other educa-
tors react by resorting to retention and special education placements more fre-
quently, but parents also begin to take matters into their own hands. Recognizing

E lKﬁc‘escalation of academic and accountability demands in kindergarten as a per-
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version of the historic view of kindergartens as “gardens of children,” an increas-
ing number of parents try to protect their children from these demands by hold-
ing them out of school until they are a year older than the standard entry age.
Holding out refers to the practice whereby parents choose to delay their child’s
entry to kindergarten to give their child more time to “get ready” for the more
highly charged educational setting in which he or she will be enrolled. Data about
the prevalence of holding out are difficult to obtain, but the Fast Response Survey
of kindergarten teacher attitudes toward readiness (NCES, 1993a) showed that
13% of the children in the classes taught by the respondents were 6 years of age or
older in October of their kindergarten year. This may have included some children
who were retained in grade, but included here as well were certainly children
whose parents decided to “red shirt” them, or hold them out for a year before
kindergarten. Some researchers suggest that holding out reflects an assumption
that students must be ready before they attend school. Bellisimo, Sacks, and Mer-
gendoller noted that “as expectations increase for what students must do to prove
readiness, more children are deemed by their parents to be not ready for the de-
mands of kindergarten” (1995, p. 205). But the “bet” parents make about holding
their children out of school for a year is not a good wager. Research shows that
chronological age is not nearly as powerful an influence on the developmental
progress of children as schooling. Some studies have shown that the independent
effects of schooling are four times greater than those of age (Bentin, Hammer, &
Cahan, 1991) and that any advantage conferred by chronological age at entrance
to first grade is lost within a few years (Bickel, Zigmond, & Strahorn, 1991).

Of great importance, data suggest that there are negative effects of a child
being old for his or her grade that may be associated with patterns of parental
holding out. In two studies, Byrd and his colleagues described increased behavior
problems that they attributed to delayed school entry and delayed school prog-
ress. Byrd, Weitzman, and Doniger’s (1996) first study showed that students who
were older than their same-grade peers were at increased risk of drug use when
studied in adolescence, even when old-for-grade status was determined by third
grade. This study did not distinguish between students who were retained in
grade and those who were held out. However, in their second study, Byrd, Weitz-
man, and Auinger (1997) sought to determine whether higher rates of reported be-
havior problems were independent of retention in grade. Using data from 9,079
children ages 7-17 years who participated in the Child Health Supplement to the
1988 National Health Interview Study, they found that both grade retention and
simply being old for grade were associated with increased rates of problematic be-
haviors, especially among adolescents. In disentangling delayed entry to school
and retention, they found what may be considered a latent adverse behavioral
outcome resulting from delaying children’s school entry. (For a contrasting view
based on a different methodology and a sample followed for a shorter period of
time, see Zill & West, 1997.) Byrd et al. (1997) concluded that the question, “At
what age should children start first grade?” may have a lifelong impact on a child.
The accountability culture created in our schools is a major contributor to the ini-
tiation of unnecessary risks that may be extremely persistent.

Readiness Assessment Calls for a
Comprehensive View of Learning and Development

One of the key issues in the readiness debate concerns where the burden of proof
@ 1ld lie. Should children be expected to be ready for schools, or should schools
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be expected to be ready for children? This way of formulating the problem is not
very felicitous because it adopts a deficit orientation that is at odds with the entire
enterprise of welcoming children into their first formal school experience. The
California School Readiness Task Force issued a report entitled, Here They Come:
Ready or Not! (California State Department of Education, 1988), that stated their
view of the inevitability of children entering school whether the schools or the
children were well prepared. This view still rings true today.

Many informal conversations surrounding the first national goal seem to
imply that lack of readiness is a problem to be eradicated. However, readiness is
a process that occurs over time and is not complete by the first day of kinder-
garten. Thinking about eliminating it as a problem is simply not helpful. One of
the themes debated among those who first met as part of the Goal 1 Resource
Panel was whether readiness should be considered something that is demon-
strated by kindergarten or by first grade. Like many others, this author advocated
for kindergarten and was wrong. If readiness is a process and schools are by ne-
cessity a major contributor to this process, then a period of common schooling
needs to occur in which this process can take place.

Readiness must be thought of as much more than knowledge of a few skills
that are seen in the first few weeks of kindergarten or behavior patterns that are
consistent with those of compliant children who have prodigiously long attention
spans. Pianta and Walsh, adopting what can be called an “input” view of readi-
ness, said that children are ready for school when,

For a period of several years, they have been exposed to consistent, stable adults
who are emotionally invested in them; to a physical environment that is safe and
predictable; to regular routines and rhythms of activity; to competent peers; and
to materials that stimulate their exploration and enjoyment of the object world
and from which they derive a sense of mastery. (1996, p. 34)

This list of readiness precursors can be expanded and refined. In their mono-
graph entitled, Heart Start: The Emotional Foundations of School Readiness, ZERO TO
THREE: National Center for Infants, Toddlers, and Families (1992) discussed the
characteristics that equip children to come to school with a knowledge of how to
learn. These characteristics include confidence, curiosity, intentionality, self-control,
relatedness, capacity to communicate, and cooperativeness. Some of these charac-
teristics are incorporated into the dimension of “approaches to learning” that is
part of the proposed readiness assessment suggested by the Goals Panel. Beyond
this, these qualities suggest a way of raising and caring for children throughout
their first years of life that does not reflect a sole preoccupation with establishing
a fund of general knowledge; an ability to read or recite the alphabet; familiarity
with numbers or colors; or skills of hopping, balancing, or skipping. Fundamen-
tal to the attainment of these skills is a sense of self that can only be developed
over time and in interaction with trustworthy and caring adults.

Modifying the readiness goal to accommodate these ideas is not difficult.
Readiness must be conceptualized as a broad construct that incorporates all
aspects of a child’s life that contribute directly to that child’s ability to learn. Def-
initions of readiness must take into account the environment, context, and con-
ditions under which the child acquires skills and is encouraged to learn. Assess-
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ments of readiness must, in consequence, incorporate data collected over time
from the child, teacher, parents, and community. In short, these thoughts help us
restate the first national goal as follows: By the year 2000 all children will have an op-
portunity to enhance their skills, knowledge, and abilities by participating in classrooms
that are sensitive to community values, recognize individual differences, reinforce and ex-
tend children’s strengths, and assist them in overcoming their difficulties.

Readiness need no longer be a mystery or a set of confusing constructs. Now
that systematic models of performance assessment have been developed, assess-
ing readiness also does not need to be a source of frustration. In perceiving the
basic relativity inherent in children’s preparation for school and in recognizing the
remarkable power to build from children’s strengths in addressing their areas of
difficulty, this restatement of Goal 1 captures the spirit of what we desire for all
children at the outset of school—an opportunity to take the first steps toward
school success.
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Chapter 4

Promoting Educational Equity and
Excellence in Kindergarten

Nicholas Zill

Most parents in the United States now subscribe to the notion that going far and
doing well in school is critical to the careers of their children in the job market and
in life in general. Surveys show that virtually all parents want their children to at-
tend college, and most expect their children to graduate from college (Zill & Nord,
1994). The reality is, of course, that although average educational attainment has
been increasing, only about one quarter of all young people complete college. Fur-
thermore, there are still large differences among children from different socioeco-
nomic, racial, and ethnic groups in average educational attainment and tested
achievement (Snyder, Hoffman, & Geddes, 1998). These differences have pro-
found consequences for the employment and earnings patterns of adults from
these groups.

There has been a decades-long movement in the United States to try to reduce
these disparities and increase educational equity (Jencks et al., 1972). There has
also been a movement to raise educational standards across the board and ensure
that young people who graduate from high school and college have substantial
knowledge and strong skills (National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983). Efforts to increase equity and efforts to promote excellence are sometimes
at odds with one another, but both movements have paid more attention in recent
years to what happens to children before they enter school and in the early years
of their formal schooling. There has been a growing realization among educators,
policy makers, parents, and researchers that what happens to children prior to el-
ementary school, and in the early years of elementary school, may have a pro- -
found influence on their later achievement and attainment. The early years are im-
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portant because they are the years in which basic skills are acquired that serve as
the foundation for later learning. They are the time when parents’ beliefs about
their children’s abilities are shaped and children’s own academic self-concepts
start to be formed. These years are also the time when children begin to acquire
reputations among teachers, school administrators, and peers, as well as written
records concerning their accomplishments and conduct that will follow them
through the elementary grades and beyond (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Early,
Pianta, & Cox, 1999). Because educators now see school entry as a pivotal time in
children’s development, they are placing more emphasis on children being as pre-
pared as possible for their initial encounters with formal schooling and on schools
being ready for young children in all their variety.

Although law in most states does not require attendance,! kindergarten is
now a nearly universal experience for American children. National survey data
show that among recent cohorts of first and second graders in the United States,
98% attended kindergarten prior to entering first grade (West, Hausken, Chandler,
& Collins, 1992). In many systems, assessments are made of young children at
kindergarten entry or during kindergarten that could well influence their entire
school careers. For these reasons, kindergarten could justifiably be described as
the start of formal schooling for today’s children.

However, although kindergarten is a nearly universal experience for young
children, it is by no means a uniform one. The kindergarten experiences of differ-
ent groups of children are quite diverse. For example, whereas some attend kinder-
garten in the same public school systems in which they will get their elementary
school educations, a substantial minority of students attend kindergarten in vari-
ous kinds of private programs and then shift to public school in the first grade.
Some go to full-day kindergartens, whereas others go to half-day programs. Chil-
dren also differ in the educational backgrounds and degrees of preparation they
bring to kindergarten. For some children, kindergarten is their first experience
with group care, whereas many others are already seasoned veterans of a succes-
sion of center-based child care or early education programs. Likewise, some chil-
dren enter kindergarten unable to identify a single letter of the alphabet, whereas
others are reading simple sentences and stories on their own. The extent of diver-
sity in entering pupils’ backgrounds and experiences has been magnified by the
high rates of immigration from non-English-speaking countries and the rapid pace
of change in family living arrangements that the United States has experienced.

Given the variety of kindergarten program types and the heterogeneity in the
experiences and capabilities of entering kindergarten students, it is natural to ask
the following: How successful are kindergartens at smoothing the transition into
formal schooling and launching children on their academic careers? Are they
helping children who may have lacked the advantages of stimulating family envi-
ronments and extensive preschool preparation to make up for these deficiencies?
In so doing, are they requiring children who are relatively advanced to go over
familiar material, mark time, and be thoroughly bored during their first year of
schooling? Do kindergartens have sufficiently ample instructional resources and
sufficiently small group sizes to allow children with different developmental

1As of 1995, kindergarten attendance was required of 5-year-old children in 12 states
and the District of Columbia. Most of these states required only half-day attendance (Sny-
der, Hoffman, & Geddes, 1998).
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needs to be served adequately? This question becomes particularly germane given
the current ideological abhorrence of any sort of achievement-related tracking or
grouping of pupils.

What are kindergarten programs like today? How large are kindergarten
classes? What qualifications do kindergarten teachers have? In what activities do
children engage in class? How involved are parents? Are there indications that
substantial numbers of pupils have difficulties adjusting to the classroom envi-
ronment and curricular demands of kindergarten? Are children from low-income
families and families with other social or demographic risk factors more likely to
experience these difficulties? Are the difficulties lessened when children have
been exposed to preschool programs such as Head Start or publicly funded pre-
kindergarten? Some have criticized modern kindergarten programs for becoming
too didactic and academic, whereas others have criticized them for not being di-
dactic enough and neglecting the teaching of basic skills. Does the evidence sup-
port either of these lines of criticism?

In truth, thorough-going answers to these questions do not exist because
there is still a relative paucity of information about kindergarten pupils, teachers,
and programs, especially information based on representative national samples.
In the past, large-scale statistical studies of public and private education have
tended to focus on the secondary school years and ignore the elementary years,
especially the earliest years. This imbalance is being remedied, notably by the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study of a kindergarten cohort (ECLS-K), which
was launched in 1998 by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) of
the U.S. Department of Education. Although much remains to be learned, our
knowledge has improved during the 1990s, thanks to several surveys of parents
of young children and of kindergarten teachers, most of them conducted by
NCES.? This chapter provides a descriptive overview of the kindergarten and
postkindergarten experiences of American children based on these data.

In particular, the chapter focuses on two groups of children and their kinder-
garten experiences. The first group would be expected to have more difficulty in
school based on previous research—namely, children from families whose in-
comes are below the official poverty line. The second group would be expected to
have greater success as a result of attending private school programs—namely,
children who are advantaged in socioeconomic terms and who have parents who
seek educational excellence.

In addition to the questions posed previously, the chapter seeks to answer the
following research questions: How different are the early educational experiences
of children from low-income families and those from families with more adequate
financial resources? How different are the experiences of children who attend pri-
vate kindergarten programs as compared with those of children who go to kinder-
garten in their local public schools? Is there evidence that the public kindergarten
programs attended by children from low-income families are notably inferior to

2The surveys are the National Household Education Surveys (NHESs) of 1993, 1995, and
1996 (Brick et al., 1994; Collins et al., 1997; Zill et al., 1997), the Fast Response Survey System
Survey of Public School Kindergarten Teachers (Heaviside & Farris, 1993), the NCEDL Tran-
sition Practices Survey (Pianta et al., 1998), and special tabulations from the 1993-1994 Schools
and Staffing Survey (Henke, Choy, Geis, & Broughman, 1996) prepared for the National Cen-
ter for Early Development and Learning (Early et al., 1999). The sample sizes, response rates,
and other technical characteristics of these surveys are given in the cited references.
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those attended by children from middle- to high-income families? Are children
from low-income families more likely to be retained in kindergarten, and, if so,
what are the implications of such retention for later performance and adjustment
in the elementary grades? What do the survey findings suggest about what kin-
dergartens and elementary schools could be doing better to promote equity and
excellence in education during the early grades?

The chapter begins by describing demographic trends affecting the composi-
tion, performance, and behavior of contemporary kindergarten classes, showing
the challenges that educators face because of the rapidly changing characteristics
of the child population. Next is an examination of the preparation children receive for
kindergarten in their families and through participation in preschool programs, fol-
lowed by a description of differences in the developmental status of different groups
of children when they reach kindergarten. This is followed by a brief description of
the types of kindergarten programs that U.S. children attend, looking at such things
as the proportion of children who attend private versus public kindergarten pro-
grams and full-day versus part-day programs. The chapter then examines charac-
teristics of kindergarten programs, including class size, teacher qualifications and be-
liefs, and classroom activities.

The chapter looks at parent participation in school-related activities and at
parents’ satisfaction with the kindergarten programs their children attend, focus-
ing especially on communication between school and home, encouragement of
parental participation, and parental involvement in school decision making. This
brings us to children’s experiences in kindergarten, including teacher judgments
of the success of the transition to school and parent reports about the feedback
from kindergarten teachers that they receive concerning the learning and class-
room behavior of their children. Following this, the chapter examines what hap-
pens to children after kindergarten, both with respect to promotion into first grade
and with respect to performance and adjustment in the early grades of elementary
school. Throughout, contrasts are made between the experiences of children from
low-income and middle- to high-income families, and between those in private, as
opposed to public, kindergarten programs.

DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS AFFECTING THE COMPOSITION
AND PERFORMANCE OF CONTEMPORARY KINDERGARTEN CLASSES

A demographic profile of today’s kindergartners shows some of the challenges
that educators face in trying to meet the dual goals of equity and excellence in
schooling. Large numbers of young children come from family backgrounds that
have traditionally had problems with achievement or classroom conduct, either
because of receiving inadequate intellectual stimulation at home or experiencing
high levels of family stress and turmoil, among other reasons. One in every four
kindergartners comes from a family whose annual income is below the official
poverty line. Due to high recent rates of immigration, especially from Mexico and
Central America, higher proportions of today’s young children come from fami-
lies in which a language other than English is spoken in the home. Today’s chil-
dren are more likely to be growing up in single-parent families or families dis-
rupted by marital separation or divorce. Research has shown that as they progress
through school, these children are at greater risk of academic failure, grade repe-
tition, suspension or expulsion, and other school-related difficulties (Zill, 1996a).
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It is important not to overlook the fact that there have been important posi-
tive developments in the demography of early childhood. Today’s families are
smaller, which means that children are less likely to have to compete with num-
bers of young siblings for their parents’ attention (Zill & Rogers, 1988). Also, be-
cause of rising educational attainment among American adults, average parent
educational levels are considerably higher than they were in the past. It is still the
case, however, that more than one child in eight is reared by a mother who has not
completed high school (Zill, 1996b). Indeed, the potential positive effects of rising
adult education levels have been attenuated by the recent influx of immigrant
families from Latin America and other less-developed Asian and Middle Eastern
countries. Parents from these countries often have very low levels of education
because of the limited schooling opportunities in their native nations (Nord &
Griffin, 1998).

Age Distribution

As of the 1995/1996 school year, there were 3.9 million children in kindergarten
classes across the United States (see Figure 4.1). More than two thirds (68%) of
these kindergarten children were 5 years old as of the end of the calendar year
(December 31, 1995). Twenty-eight percent were 6 years old or older as of the same
date, and four percent were 4 years old or younger (National Household Educa-
tion Survey [NHES], 1996). Starting school with first grade at age 6 used to be the
norm in the United States, whereas now most children go to kindergarten at age
5 (West et al., 1992). But the 5-year-olds in today’s kindergarten classes are older
than the kindergartners of the past. Whereas it had been standard practice to re-
quire kindergartners entering school in September to be 5 years of age by the fol-
lowing December or January, changes in state age eligibility laws have made it
increasingly common for schools to require children to be 5 years of age by Sep-
tember or October, or even earlier (Zill, Loomis, & West, 1997).

The age distribution of kindergartners has also been affected by the practice
of delayed entry: Some parents choose to delay their children’s enrollment in
kindergarten by a year (Cameron & Wilson, 1990; Shepard & Smith, 1988). In 1995,
9% of first and second graders in the United States had experienced delayed entry
into kindergarten, as reported by parents (Zill et al., 1997). The rationale is usually
that the additional year will give children who have late birthdays, or are some-
what behind their agemates in social, motor, or academic skills, extra time to ma-
ture. In other instances, the parents’ motivation for delaying school entry is frankly
competitive. Even though the child may be capable of handling the demands of
kindergarten, the parents want to give him or her an edge over other pupils, both
in kindergarten and in later grades. A number of critics have deplored the possi-
ble effects this practice may be having on the kindergarten curriculum and on
teacher judgments regarding children who enter kindergarten “on time” (Brede-
kamp & Shepard, 1989; Zill et al., 1997).

Racial and Ethnic Composition

The racial and ethnic make-up of today’s kindergarten classes reflect the changing
demography of the United States and foreshadow the composition of the overall
population in the 21st century. The Caucasian majority is smaller and the Hispanic
minority considerably larger than in today’s adult population. There are nearly as

i 80

Q




(966 | AonIng UOHDDNPT P|OYSSNOH [DUOHDIN| 182INOS) "QHG | O SSOP uspoBiapury ay) jo eoid oydowbowsg [y amb

%<
%6€
ajenpe.b waled
%Ve jooyos yBiH o, JOUMAN
Auanod %zl wowdals yym
mojag _oocwm ybiy 10 Ajuo Jayyeq %9
uey) mmmi %S ayey
1syleydals pue
pue Jaylon Jay1IoN
o %0¢
._OO\%.MZ asow Jo %62
ajenpe.b abs|j0) *y98}/"00A 4O %Pz
abajj00 swog Ajuo 1Bylon
snje)s Alanod Ajjwey [9Aa7 uoneanp3 s aYyljon ployasnoH ui Buia sjuaied
&
%b
uedlBWY o
aneN 1o (34 p
‘1opuE|s| Jl1oed pio sieeh
‘uelsy
%¥9
%S | uBISBONED
ueduawy JwedsiH u_owﬂmw g
%8¢
19p|o J0
pio sieak 9
%l
uedLIdWY UEDUY
s|idnd uayebiapuny Jo uonnquisig duyig/jeroey sjidng uauebiapuny jo uonnquysiq a6y
!
o=

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

E



Promoting Educational Equity and Excellence in Kindergarten 73

many Hispanic students as there are African American students. This reflects both
high rates of immigration and higher birth rates among Hispanics (see Table 4.1).

Minority Language Status

In 1993, 8% of kindergartners had parents one or both of whom spoke a language
other than English at home most of the time (NHES, 1993). According to data from
the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, the proportion of all school-age
children who spoke a language other than English at home increased from 9% in
1979 to 14% in 1995. The number of school-age children who spoke a language
other than English at home and had difficulty speaking English almost doubled
during this period, going from 1.25 million to 2.44 million, whereas the proportion
increased from 3% to 5%. Thirty-one percent of Hispanic children had difficulty
speaking English in 1995, and 74% of these children spoke Spanish at home. Like-
wise, 14% of children of “other” races (including Asians) had difficulty speaking
English, whereas 46% of these children spoke a language other than English at
-home (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1997).

Kindergartners from families with incomes below the poverty level are twice
as likely to have parents who speak Spanish or another language other than Eng-
lish at home. In 1993, 14% of kindergartners who were poor had parents one or
both of whom mostly spoke Spanish or another minority language at home. The
same was true of 6% of kindergartners who were not poor (NHES, 1993). Public
and private school kindergartners did not differ greatly in the proportion with
parents who spoke a minority language: 8% of public school pupils versus 6% of
private school kindergartners had such parents (NHES, 1993).

Family Composition

The families in which today’s kindergarten students live show the effects of the
high rates of separation, divorce, and single parenting that the U.S. population has
displayed since the mid-1970s. In 1996, 64% of kindergarten students were re-
ported to have both birth parents or two adoptive parents living at home with
them. Nearly one quarter (24%) were living with their mothers only. Six percent
were living with one birth parent and one stepparent, whereas three percent were
living with their fathers only. Two percent had neither birth parent present; they
were living with grandparents or other relatives, or foster parents or guardians
(NHES, 1996).

Table 4.1, Changing racial and ethnic composition of U.S. kindergarten pupils

Year

Race/Ethnicity 1980 1995 2010 {projected)
Caucasian 72% 64% 59%
African American 15% 17% 16%
Hispanic American 10% 15% 19%
Asian, Pacific Islander, or Native American 3% 4% 7%
Total 100% 100% 101%

Sources: The Natianal Hausehald Educatian Survey (1996) and U.S. Bureau af the Census (1982,

1983, 1997].
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By comparison, 85% of all U.S. children younger than 18 years of age lived
with two parents in 1970, and 77% did so in 1980 (these figures include children
who lived with a birth parent and a stepparent). The proportion living with their
mothers only was 11% in 1970 and 18% in 1980 (Federal Interagency Forum on
Child and Family Statistics, 1997).

Parent Education

The parents of today’s kindergartners have higher levels of educational attain-
ment, on average, than previous generations of parents. Looking at the education
level of the parent with more education, 92% of kindergarten students in 1993 had
parents with at least a high school education. In contrast, in 1970, 62% of US. chil-
dren of elementary school age had parents who had completed high school or
more, whereas in 1985 the proportion was 78% (Zill & Rogers, 1988). Nearly one
quarter of the 1993 kindergartners had parents who were college graduates or
more, and 58% had parents who had at least some college or other post-high
school training (NHES, 1993).

There have been dramatic gains in the educational attainment of African
American parents since the early 1970s, and more modest gains in the attainment
of Hispanic American parents (Select Committee on Children, Youth, and Fami-
lies, U.S. House of Representatives, 1989). Nevertheless, children from these mi-
nority groups still tend to have parents with lower educational attainments, on av-
erage, than children from the Caucasian majority. In 1996, for example, among
children of elementary school age, 50% of Hispanic children had parents who
were high school graduates or more, as did 78% of African American children,
compared with 91% of Caucasian children (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998).

Poverty Levels

A substantial minority of kindergarten students live in families whose household
incomes are below the official poverty level. This was true of nearly 25% of all
kindergarten students in 1996. By comparison, in 1969, 14% of all U.S. children
were in families with incomes below the poverty level (Zill & Rogers, 1988).

The relatively high poverty rate for today’s kindergartners is partly attribut-
able to the considerable fraction of their families that are single-parent families or
from minority racial or ethnic backgrounds, as noted previously. The proportion
of elementary school age children living below the poverty level during 1995 was
10% among those living with both parents, as opposed to 49% among those living
with their mothers only and 18% among those living with their fathers only.
Among children living with never married mothers, the poverty rate was 63%. In
the same year, the poverty rate among elementary school age children of Cau-
casian background was 12%, whereas it was 40% among those of African Ameri-
can or Hispanic background (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998).

In addition to family structure and economic opportunity factors, parents of
kindergartners tend to be relatively young adults, whose work experience and
earnings are generally more limited than those of parents of students in the upper-
elementary or secondary grades or other older adults.

Welfare Receipt

Consistent with their elevated poverty levels, families of kindergarten students
also show relatively high rates of receiving welfare and other income-related ben-
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efits. In 1996, for example, 20% of kindergartners’ families were receiving food
stamps, and 14% had participated in the Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). The same percentage—14%—was receiving
welfare cash assistance under a program formerly called Aid to Families with De-
pendent Children (AFDC), now called Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANEF).

Maternal Employment

Two thirds of today’s kindergarten children have mothers who are employed out-
side the home. In 1993, 27% of kindergarten students had mothers who worked
full time throughout the previous year, and 40% had mothers who worked part
time or for part of the year only (NHES, 1993). Employment by mothers whose
children are just beginning school has risen dramatically since the early 1970s.
Among married mothers of 5-year-olds, the proportion who were in the labor
force rose from 37% in 1970 to 52% in 1980, and to 64% by 1986 (Select Committee
on Children, Youth, and Families, U.S. House of Representatives, 1989).

Kindergartners from families with incomes below the poverty level are less
likely to have a mother who is employed outside the home. (Of course, one could
also say that kindergartners whose mothers are not employed are more likely to
be growing up in poverty.) In 1993, only 12% of kindergarten pupils from poor
families had a mother who worked full time throughout the previous year,
whereas the same was true of 33% of kindergartners from middle- to high-income
families. Nearly one half of poor kindergartners (48%) had mothers who did not
work at all during the year, compared with 27% of kindergartners from middle- to
high-income families (NHES, 1993).

Children in private kindergarten programs are more likely to have mothers
who were employed than are public school kindergartners. In 1993, 75% of private
school kindergartners had employed mothers, compared with 66% of the public
school pupils. In addition, 34% of the private school kindergartners had mothers
who worked full time, year round, compared with 26% of the public school pupils
(NHES, 1993).

Number of Siblings

The majority of today’s children of elementary school age (54%) have only one
brother or sister living with them at home or none at all (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1998). Twenty-eight percent have two brothers or sisters, whereas only eigh-
teen percent have three or more siblings. The average number of brothers or sis-
ters an American child of elementary school age had in 1996 was less than two
(1.61). A majority of Hispanic schoolchildren (59%) and just more than one half of
African American schoolchildren (52%) had two or more siblings living with
them, whereas a majority of Caucasian schoolchildren (58%) had one sibling or no
siblings. The mean number of siblings per child was 1.92 for Hispanic children
from ages 6 to 11; 1.75 for African American children of the same ages; and 1.51
for Caucasian children (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998).

Although average family sizes in the United States have been somewhat
larger in the 1990s than they were in the late 1970s and 1980s, they are still con-
siderably smaller than they were in the 1960s and 1970s. The average number of
children born per woman (the total fertility rate) fell from 3.65 in 1960 and 2.48 in
1970 to 2.03 in 1996 (Ventura, Martin, Curtin, & Mathews, 1998; Select Committee
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on Children, Youth, and Families, U.S. House of Representatives, 1989). Among
African American women, the average number of children born per woman fell
from 4.54 in 1960 to 2.14 in 1996. Among Hispanic women, the average number of
children born per woman was 3.05 in 1996, whereas among Caucasian women it
was 1.80 (Ventura et al., 1998). Trend data are not available as far back for Hispanic
women because birth certificates in many states did not include Hispanic origin
until relatively recently. There is also considerable variation in family size across
the major Hispanic subgroups. In 1996, for example, women of Mexican origin
had an average family size of 3.35 children per woman, compared with 2.16 for
those of Puerto Rican origin, 1.77 for those of Cuban origin, and 2.76 for those of
other Hispanic origin.

Multiple Risk Factors

Some theorists believe that the presence of a single sociodemographic risk factor
such as poverty or low parent education is less significant for a child’s chances of
academic success than the presence of multiple risk factors (Meisels & Wasik,
1990). In a study that examined the relationship between risk factors and chil-
dren’s developmental accomplishments and difficulties at age 4, five specific risk
factors were considered: poverty, low parent education, minority language status,
single-parent status, and being born to an unmarried mother. Fifty-one percent of
all 4-year-olds in the United States who had not yet entered kindergarten were
found to have at least one of these risk factors. The proportions who had more
than one were considerably smaller, although hardly insignificant: 31% of the chil-
dren had two or more risk factors, and 15% had three or more (Zill, Collins, West,
& Germino Hausken, 1995). As described in the next section, children with multi-
ple risk factors had fewer early academic accomplishments and more develop-
mental difficulties than those with no risk factors or only one.

PREPARATION FOR KINDERGARTEN AND ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

A child’s developmental status at kindergarten entry is positively influenced by
the amount and type of educational activities in which parents and other family
members engage with the child prior to formal schooling as well as by the child’s
participation in center-based preschool programs such as Head Start, nursery
school, or prekindergarten. Two positive trends affecting young children that are
not sufficiently appreciated by social commentators are a growing awareness
among parents of all social classes of the importance of the stimulation they pro-
vide at home and increases in the proportion of children who attend preschool
programs prior to kindergarten. Unfortunately, despite this progress, there are
still sizable inequalities in the provision of these early educational experiences to
children in different socioeconomic groups.

Educational Activities that Parents Do at Home with Their Children

Much of the early knowledge that young children acquire is learned before they
ever set foot in a classroom. Parents play a key role in teaching their children basic
words, numbers, facts, concepts, and skills. In addition, parents usually encourage
their children to explore the environment and learn by doing, while also super-
vising them to ensure that their explorations do not put them in danger. Recog-
nizing the importance of the intellectual guidance that parents provide, the Na-
tional Education Goals Panel sought to ensure that all mothers and fathers would
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provide such stimulation to their young children. One of the key objectives under
Goal 1 of the National Education Goals, the so-called “school readiness” goal, is
that parents should be their children’s first teachers, devoting time each day to
helping their preschool children learn (National Education Goals Panel, 1996).

The NHES and other surveys found that most American parents, in fact, reg-
ularly perform activities with their preschool-age children, such as reading to
them, providing basic instruction in preacademic skills, playing games that have
a strong teaching component, and arranging opportunities for exploration and
skill building. In 1996, for example, more than 90% of U.S. children ages 3 through
5 had parents who reported teaching their preschoolers letters, words, or numbers
in the past week; most said they had done such teaching three or more times dur-
ing the week (NHES, 1996). Large majorities of preschoolers also had parents who
reported teaching the child songs or music, working on arts and crafts together,
playing a game or sport together, taking the child along on errands, and involv-
ing him or her in household chores (National Education Goals Panel, 1995).
Eighty-three percent had parents who reported reading stories to the child three
or more times in the past week. Fifty-six percent had parents who said they read
to the child every day (Snyder et al., 1998).

Because there are no comparable survey measurements from the 1960s and
1970s, it cannot be said for certain that today’s parents do more with their children
than earlier generations of parents did. But it seems likely that this is the case. The
higher education levels of today’s parents and greater public awareness of the im-
portance of educational activities in early childhood seem to have more than off-
set any possible diminution in parent—child activities that may have resulted from
increased family disruption, single parenthood, or maternal employment. Even in
the 1990s, there have been significant increases in the reported frequency with
which parents read to their preschool children and carry out other educational ac-
tivities with them (National Education Goals Panel, 1997; Snyder et al., 1998).

Much of the data that exists on parent activities is self-reported, and parents
may say they regularly partake in educational activities with their children because
they feel that they ought to be carrying out such activities, rather than because they
actually did these things. However, even the possibility that parents might be mo-
tivated to exaggerate in this way indicates that the importance of early parental
stimulation has been communicated to a very broad spectrum of American parents.

Despite the generally high level of parent activities with their young children
and the evidence of increases in the frequency of these activities, there remain sig-
nificant group differences in the regularity with which parents engage in these ac-
tivities (Zill, Moore, Smith, Stief, & Coiro, 1995). As usual, these differences tend
to work in favor of those children who are already more advantaged in terms of
family resources. During 1995, for example, 74% of preschoolers with parents who
were college graduates were read to on a daily basis, compared with 52% of pre-
schoolers with parents who were high school graduates only, and 37% of pre-
schoolers whose parents had less than a high school education (National Educa-
tion Goals Panel, 1995). In 1996, 46% of preschoolers whose families had incomes
below the poverty level were read to every day, compared with 60% of preschool-
ers whose families were above the poverty level. Twenty-seven percent of pre-
schoolers from families with incomes below the poverty line were taken to a li-
brary by their parents during the previous month, compared with 41% of the latter
group (NHES, 1996).

36




78 Zill

Participation in Early Childhood Education Programs

Today’s kindergartners are more likely than earlier generations of young children
to have participated in preschool and early childhood education programs. Ac-
cording to data from the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, the per-
centage of 3- and 4-year-old children who were attending preschool in October
rose from 30% in 1980 to 45% in 1996 (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics, 1998). When participation in a broader group of early childhood
programs is examined, including day care centers, nursery schools, Head Start
programs, and prekindergarten classes, more than half (53%) of 3- and 4-year-olds
not yet in kindergarten were attending such programs in the late winter and early
spring of 1996 (NHES, 1996).

Participation in center-based programs varies considerably across social groups,
with children whose parents have lower income and education levels being less
likely to attend than children from more advantaged families (Hofferth, West,
Henke, & Kaufman, 1994). For example, among 3- and 4-year-olds whose families
had incomes below the official poverty line, 41% were attending center-based pro-
grams in 1996 compared with 58% of children whose families were above the
poverty line (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1998).
Likewise, 37% of preschoolers whose mothers had less than a high school educa-
tion were attending center-based programs in the same year, compared with 71%
of children whose mothers had completed college.

Rates of preschool participation also vary across racial and ethnic groups, and
the variations are not simply a function of average parental education and income
levels of the different groups. Specifically, African American children are some-
what more likely to attend center-based programs than Caucasian children,
whereas Hispanic children have relatively low rates of preschool participation. In
1996, 63% of African American 3- and 4-year-olds were attending center-based
early childhood programs, compared with 54% of Caucasian children and 37% of
Hispanic children of the same ages (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics, 1998).

CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENTAL STATUS AT KINDERGARTEN ENTRY

Some education theorists hold that young children from different social classes
begin formal schooling on a more or less equal footing in terms of their devel-
opmental accomplishments and difficulties. These theorists contend that schools
create or greatly magnify inequality in pupil achievement across social groups,
presumably because of gross inequities among school systems in educational re-
sources and average teacher and administrator quality (Kozol, 1991). However,
there is substantial evidence that there already are sizable differences in the de-
velopmental status of children from different social groups before they enter
kindergarten. These differences are believed to relate to differences in the amounts
and types of intellectual stimulation and emotional support that children from dif-
ferent groups receive at home, to differences in access to high-quality child care
and preschool programs, to differences in environmental stress and family tur-
moil, to health and nutritional influences, and perhaps to genetic factors (the lat-
ter is, of course, controversial) (Jencks et al., 1972; Mayer, 1997; Rowe, 1994; Rut-
ter & Rutter, 1993).

Q
EMC i

IToxt Provided by ERI

g%



Promoting Educational Equity and Excellence in Kindergarten 79

Not only poverty but also other sociodemographic risk factors, such as hav-
ing parents who have not completed high school, being born to a mother who was
unmarried at the time of the child’s birth, living in a single-parent family, and hav-
ing parents who speak a language other than English at home, have been associ-
ated with fewer signs of early achievement and more developmental difficulties
at school entry. In general, the more risk factors to which a child is subject, the
lower the number of accomplishments and the higher the number of difficulties
he or she is likely to experience. Researchers have found a linear relationship be-
tween a cumulative risk score and measures of verbal IQ and social adjustment in
4-year-old children (Sameroff, Seifer, Barocas, Zax, & Greenspan, 1987); vocabu-
lary and math test scores in 4- and 5-year-olds (Nord, Zill, Prince, Clarke, & Ven-
tura, 1994); and parent reports of emerging literacy, motor skills, and develop-
mental difficulties in 4-year-old preschoolers (Zill et al., 1995).

In Zill et al. (1995), for example, preschoolers from families with three or more
risk factors were five times as likely to be in less than optimal health compared
with children from families with none of five sociodemographic risk factors. They
were three times as likely to have speech difficulties and twice as likely to display
hyperactive behavior. On average, the high-risk preschoolers displayed one and a
half fewer signs of emerging literacy (out of five) than preschoolers with no risk
factors. Differences linked to poverty and other sociodemographic factors re-
mained significant after controlling for other factors, such as the child’s month of
birth, sex, race and ethnicity, and number of young siblings in the family (Zill,
Collins, et al., 1995; Zill & Davies, 1994).

Effects of Preschool Participation and Home Environment on School Readiness

There is considerable evidence that children who have attended Head Start, pre-
kindergarten, or other center-based preschool programs come to kindergarten
with more accomplishments than children who have not attended such programs.
Earlier studies typically showed that children who attended preschool did better
on standardized IQ or achievement tests than those who did not attend, although
the nonattendees usually caught up by the end of first grade (Jencks et al., 1972).
Longitudinal (albeit relatively small-scale) studies of high-quality early childhood
programs, such as the Perry Preschool Program or the Abecederian Project, found
that these programs had long-term positive effects on the school completion rates
of Jow-income minority children (Barnett, 1992).

The national study of the developmental accomplishments and difficulties of
4-year-old preschoolers cited previously found that preschool participation is as-
sociated with higher emerging literacy scores amounting to an average of nearly
one full accomplishment out of five. The difference remained significant when
other child and family characteristics were controlled (Zill, Collins, et al., 1995; Zill
& Davies, 1994). The benefit accrued to children from both high- and low-risk
family backgrounds. Thus, although preschool programs bolster the emerging lit-
eracy of low-income children, they do not close the gap between these children
and those from middle- to high-income families (Jencks et al., 1972).

In addition to the effects of preschool program attendance, research has
shown that the educational quality of the home environment makes a difference
with respect to the cognitive aspects of school readiness. Young children from
low-income families whose parents read to them frequently, tell stories, sing songs,
and play informal learning games come to kindergarten with more advanced cog-
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nitive skills and more signs of emerging literacy than children from similar fami-
lies whose parents do not provide such frequent intellectual stimulation (Bradley
& Caldwell, 1981; Moore & Snyder, 1991; Zill & Davies, 1994).

Preschool attendance is not found to be associated with fewer behavioral or
speech difficulties, or with better health status in preschoolers (Zill, Collins, et al.,
1995). However, the national study that examined the relationship of preschool at-
tendance to these aspects of school readiness had no measure of the quality of the
preschool programs attended and could not determine whether high-quality pro-
grams might have made some difference in these areas. Program directors and
teachers in Head Start and other preschool programs serving children from low-
income families have been less focused on raising children’s test scores and more
concerned with providing supportive, unstructured socialization programs (Jencks
et al., 1972). Presumably, these programs should have some measurable effect on
the social skills that children bring to kindergarten. There is evidence that this is the
case (Administration on Children, Youth, and Families, Research, Demonstration,
and Evaluation Branch, 1998), but more research is needed on this question.

KINDERGARTEN PROGRAMS ATTENDED BY AMERICAN CHILDREN

There is considerable diversity in the kinds of kindergarten programs that chil-
dren attend today. About 16% of all kindergarten students in the United States are
enrolled in private schools (including religion-affiliated programs) rather than
public school programs. The student body and program characteristics of private
kindergartens differ considerably from those of public kindergartens, as detailed
in this section.

Fifty-five percent of kindergarten children attend part-day programs (i.e., those
that have classes only in the morning or only in the afternoon). Forty-five percent
attend “full-day” programs. (Full-day generally means 9 A.M. to 3 P.M., and half-day
means 8:30 A.M. to 11:30 A.M., or noon to 3 P.M.) Children in private kindergartens
are more likely to be in full-day programs: 56% versus 43% of children who attend
public school kindergarten. '

Types of Programs Attended by Children from Low-Income Families

Children from families whose incomes are below the official poverty line are less
than half as likely to attend private kindergarten programs as are children from
families with incomes above the poverty line. In 1993, for example, 8% of kin-
dergarten students from low-income families were enrolled in private kinder-
gartens, compared with nearly 19% of those from middle- to high-income families
(NHES, 1993).

However, children from low-income families are more likely than those from
middle- to high-income families to be enrolled in full-day, as opposed to half-day,
kindergarten programs. Overall, 45% of U.S. kindergarten students were enrolled
in full-day kindergarten programs in 1993. But nearly 49% of public school kinder-
garten students from low-income families were attending full-day programs,
whereas the same was true of only 40% of public school kindergarten students
from middle- to high-income families (NHES, 1993). This difference is partly a re-
gional one: A disproportionate share of low-income families with young children
are from the South, and Southern states and school districts tended to introduce
public kindergarten later than those in other regions of the United States. When
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public kindergartens were introduced in the South, however, they tended to be
full-day programs.

It may also be that, where they have a choice, low-income families prefer to
send their children to full-day kindergartens because they are less able to afford
the additional child care that is required if parents are employed and the child is
enrolled in a part-day kindergarten program. Of course, even so-called “full-day”
kindergartens do not extend for the entire working day. Therefore, some form of
additional care arrangement or “wraparound” care at the school is usually needed.
As noted previously, low-income families were less than half as likely as middle-
to high-income families to contain mothers who were employed on a full-time,
year-round basis, and almost twice as likely to contain mothers who were not em-
ployed at all during the previous year.

The kindergarten programs attended by children from low-income families
are more likely than the programs attended by children from middle- to high-
income families to be racially and ethnically integrated. In 1996, 44% of kinder-
gartners from families with incomes below the poverty line were said to be going
to classes that had a substantial mix of racial and ethnic groups (between 25% and
75% of the other students were of the same race and ethnic group as the child),
whereas the same was true of only 34% of kindergartners from middle- to high-
income families (NHES, 1996). Of course, U.S. kindergartners from low-income
families are themselves more likely to come from a variety of racial and ethnic
groups, whereas children from middle- to high-income families are predomi-
nantly Caucasian and non-Hispanic (72% of kindergartners from middle- to high-
income families were Caucasians in 1976, compared with 36% of kindergartners
from low-income families).

About as many low-income families with kindergartners (47%) as middle- to
high-income families (48%) report that their choice of where to live was influ-
enced by where their child would go to school (NHES, 1993).

Family Characteristics of Private and Public School Kindergarten Pupils

Children who attend private kindergartens tend to come from families that are rel-
atively advantaged socioeconomically. In 1996, only 5% of pupils in private kinder-
gartens were from families with incomes below the poverty line, compared with
28% of pupils in public kindergarten. Six percent of the private kindergarten pu-
pils were in families that received food stamps, compared with 21% of the pupils in
public kindergartens. More than 75% of the pupils in private kindergartens lived
with both of their parents (biological or adoptive), whereas the same was true of
62% of pupils in public kindergartens. Nearly one half of the kindergartners in pri-
vate school (49%) had at least one parent who was a college graduate, whereas the
same was true of 23% of kindergartners in public school (NHES, 1996).

Private kindergarten pupils are more likely to be living in a home that their
parents own and are less likely to have changed residences or neighborhoods dur-

3Estimates from the 1996 and 1993 NHES are discrepant in terms of the proportion of
private kindergartners from poverty-level families. The 1993 survey found 14% of the pri-
vate pupils and 31% of the public pupils to be from families below the poverty line. The in-
consistency is probably due to the small number of cases or: which the estimates are based.
The two surveys agree in finding the proportion of pupils from low-income families to be
substantially lower in private kindergartens.
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ing their young lives. In 1993, 71% of the children in private kindergartens had
parents who owned their own homes, compared with 52% of the children in pub-
lic kindergartens. Also, 43% of the private kindergarten pupils had lived at the
same address since birth, compared with 30% of the public kindergarten pupils.
Conversely, the families of 18% of the students in private kindergartens had
moved three or more times since the child’s birth, compared with 28% of the stu-
dents in public kindergartens (NHES, 1993).

Private kindergartners are more likely to be drawn from the Caucasian ma-
jority of the U.S. population, and the schools and classes they attend tend to re-
flect that fact. In 1996, nearly three quarters of children in private kindergartens
(74%) were from Caucasian families, compared with 61% of children in public
kindergartens. Only 27% of the children in private kindergartens attended classes
that had a substantial mix of racial and ethnic groups (between 25% and 75% of
the other students were of the same race and ethnic group as the child), compared
with 38% of pupils in public kindergartens (NHES, 1996).

Private and public programs do not differ significantly in the proportion of
pupils who have one or both parents who were born in a country other than the
United States. In 1996, this was true of 17% of children in private kindergartens
and 15% of children in public kindergartens (NHES, 1996). In 1993, 6% of children
in private kindergartens had parents whose primary language was something
other than English, whereas the same was true of 8% of children in public kinder-
gartens (NHES, 1993).

Interestingly, there also seems to be a difference in the age and sex composi-
tion of private and public kindergartens. In 1996, a majority of private kindergar-
ten pupils were females (55%), whereas a slight majority of public kindergarten
pupils were males (51%). A larger minority of the pupils in private kindergartens
were less than 5 years old as of the end of the previous calendar year (1995): 12%,
compared with only 3% of public kindergarten students. The first difference may
reflect a desire of parents to be more protective of their young girl children, if they
have the wherewithal to send them to private school. The second difference may
occur because private kindergarten programs are more flexible about admission-
age cutoffs than public programs.

The abundance of material and intangible resources that children from pri-
vate school families have available to them would lead one to expect that the ed-
ucational task facing teachers and administrators in private kindergartens should
be considerably easier than that confronting teachers and administrators in pub-
lic school programs. Whether these advantages translate into easier pupil adjust-
ment to private kindergarten classes or greater parent satisfaction with the educa-
tional programs that private kindergartens provide is yet to be seen.

CHARACTERISTICS OF KINDERGARTEN PROGRAMS

What are the kindergarten classes like that today’s 5-year-olds attend? Given the
diversity in the skills, knowledge, and reaction patterns that young children bring
to the programs, are class sizes small enough for teachers to devote significant
time to small groups or individuals within the class, catering to their particular in-
structional needs? Are most kindergarten teachers well qualified to teach young
children? In what kinds of activities do children engage in kindergarten classes?
Does there seem to be justification for the criticism that kindergarten has become
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“too academic” in its orientation and that many of the activities that go on there
are not “developmentally appropriate”? Or do kindergarten teachers devote too
little time and effort to nurturing early academic skills, as other critics contend?

Class Size and Child-to-Adult Ratio

American kindergarten pupils vary widely in the knowledge and skills they bring
with them to school, and significant fractions exhibit developmental delays or dif-
ficulties (Zill, Collins, et al., 1995). There can be and often is substantial variation
in children’s developmental levels within a given school and classroom. Thus,
schools must be prepared to offer a broad array of activities and materials to their
kindergarten students. Otherwise, they risk having some children be unchal-
lenged and bored, while others are struggling to keep up with the class. It is cer-
tainly possible to conduct a diverse set of learning activities, even within a single
classroom, provided the group size and the child-staff ratio are not too large. The
main teacher must also be skilled and energetic enough to manage a class in
which many different things are happening at once.

Unfortunately, the size of the average kindergarten class in the United States
is such that most teachers would find it quite challenging to devote a lot of indi-
vidual attention to children without considerable help from assistant teachers or
volunteer aides. In the 1992/1993 school year, for example, public school teachers
reported an average kindergarten class size of 21 students in full-day kindergarten
classes and 22 students in half-day classes (Heaviside & Farris, 1993). One quarter
had class sizes of 26 or more. Other teacher surveys have produced similar results,
with an average kindergarten class size of more than 23 students being found in
the NCES 1993-1994 Schools and Staffing Survey (NCES, 1996) and an average
size of 22 students being found in the National Center for Early Development and
Learning 1996 Transition Practices Survey (Pianta et al., 1998).

Average class sizes tend to be somewhat smaller in rural areas (mean of 18 stu-
dents in 1992/1993) than in urban or suburban areas (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).
Schools with more minority students have larger class sizes than those with fewer
minority students, but class size does not vary with district poverty levels (Pianta
et al., 1998). Class size remains fairly constant across other school characteristics.

During the 1992/1993 school year, 61% of kindergarten teachers had the help
of paid adult assistants (including co-teachers or team teachers) in their classes. On
average, those teachers with paid assistants had one such assistant for 64% of the
time that the class met, or an average of 13.5 hours per week. Nearly one half of
kindergarten teachers (49%) reported getting help from at least one adult volun-
teer during a typical week. Of teachers who had such volunteer help, the average
number of volunteers was three, each of whom contributed an average of 3 hours
per week. Counting paid assistants or team teachers, the average student-to-staff
ratio for kindergarten classes was 15 to 1 during the 1992/1993 school year, based
on full-time equivalents. With adult volunteers factored in, the student-to-adult
ratio was 14 to 1 (again, based on full-time equivalents) (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).
The 1996 Transition Practices Survey found similar results (Pianta et al., 1998).

Guidelines put forth by the National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) call for kindergartners to be in classes of no more than 20 chil-
dren with 2 adults, implying a student-to-staff ratio of only 10 to 1 (Bredekamp,
1987). In addition to the actual average ratio being considerably higher than this,
in 39% of public kindergarten classes the teacher did not have a paid assistant to
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help with the students. Clearly, many American kindergarten classes fail to meet
NAEYC guidelines. Teachers in these classes are likely to have a hard time provid-
ing suitable activities for pupils with widely varying accomplishments or coping
with multiple students with developmental difficulties (Zill, Collins, et al., 1995).

Teacher Demographics

Almost all (98%) public kindergarten teachers in the United States are women.
About 85% are Caucasian, 8% or 9% African American, and 5% Hispanic (Heavi-
side & Farris, 1993; NCES, 1996). Teachers in central city districts are more likely
to be African American or Hispanic, as are those in high-poverty districts and in
schools with high minority enrollments (Pianta et al., 1998).

Teacher Qualifications

Virtually all kindergarten teachers have bachelor’s degrees, and 40% have mas-
ter’s or other advanced degrees (Henke, Choy, Geis, & Broughman, 1996). Fewer
teachers in rural areas than in central city or suburban areas hold advanced de-
grees, but educational attainment does not differ significantly among central city
and suburban areas, nor does it vary with district poverty levels or the percentage
of minority students in the school (Pianta et al., 1998). More than one half of
kindergarten teachers (54%) majored in early childhood education at either the
undergraduate or graduate level. Almost all (93%) have completed course work in
early childhood education, with nine courses being the average number of early
childhood courses taken across all teachers (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).

The average kindergarten teacher has at least one state-level certification in
elementary or early childhood education. In 1996, more than three quarters of U.S.
kindergarten teachers had an elementary education certification that included
kindergarten, one half held a certification specific to kindergarten or the primary
grades, and 14% held a “preschool” certification. Other common certifications
were in special education (6%), reading (6%), and bilingual education or English
as a Second Language (5%) (Pianta et al., 1998).

On average, public school kindergarten teachers have been teaching for about
14 years (Henke et al., 1996), with about 9 years of experience at the kindergarten
level (Heaviside & Farris, 1993). Teachers in low-level poverty districts tend to
have more kindergarten teaching experience than those in middle-level poverty
districts, but average experience does not vary significantly with minority student
enrollment or metro status (Pianta et al., 1998).

Training and Information on Transitions to Kindergarten

Less than one quarter of kindergarten teachers report that they have received any
specialized training on how to enhance or facilitate children’s transition into
kindergarten. Even those reporting that they had some such training seem to be
mostly referring to general early childhood training, rather than training specific to
the transition process. Even fewer teachers (23%) report that they receive informa-
tion about strategies for enhancing transitions. The most frequent sources of this in-
formation are workshops (70%), magazines and journals for teachers (67%), dis-
cussions with other teachers (49%), and school officials (37%) (Pianta et al., 1998).

Classroom Activities

Some education researchers contend that U.S. kindergarten programs have moved
©® "7 from the “whole child,” developmental approach that originally character-
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ized kindergarten and toward a more structured, academic curriculum that is in-
appropriate for many of the children who are enrolled in kindergarten classes
(Freeman & Hatch, 1989; Shepard & Smith, 1988; Walsh, 1989). But evidence from
surveys of kindergarten teachers does not seem to support this line of criticism. At
least as described by the teachers, most kindergarten pupils spend a good deal of
class time in free choice and self-discovery activities of the sort that developmen-
talists endorse and relatively little in preacademic drill work. The beliefs of kin-
dergarten teachers also seem to favor self-directed activities and oppose the use of
preacademic drill work. However, parents’ reports on the feedback they get from
teachers suggest that there may be more of an academic flavor to kindergarten
classes than one would conclude from listening to teachers only.

Most public school kindergarten classes meet 5 days per week, with full-day
kindergartens meeting an average of 31 hours per week, and half-day kinder-
gartens meeting either 16 hours (when two half-day sessions are taught) or 14
hours (when only one session is taught) (Heaviside & Farris, 1993). According to
teachers’ estimates, approximately equal amounts of class time are spent in teacher-
directed group instruction in reading, numbers, or the alphabet (31%) and indi-
vidual or small-group projects in which children select the activities (30%). No
significant variation in this balance is found across different types of schools or
teachers (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).

The vast majority of public school kindergartens (97%) have activity centers,
that is, “clearly delineated, organized, thematic work and play areas where chil-
dren interact with materials and other children without the teacher’s constant pres-
ence or direction (such as a language arts area, a block area, a dramatic play area)”
(Heaviside & Farris, 1993, p. 113). Only 19% of kindergarten classes are set up with
a desk for each child, and virtually all of these (18% out of 19%) have activity cen-
ters as well. The use of activity centers is believed to reflect a child-centered ap-
proach to early education that is more conducive to active, hands-on learning
(Heaviside & Farris, 1993).

When public school kindergarten teachers are asked to report how many
days per week their pupils engage in various kinds of activities, the most fre-
quently reported activity is listening to stories read aloud. Ninety percent of
teachers say they read stories to their students 5 days per week; another 9% say
they read to their students 3 or 4 days per week. Also frequent are creative activ-
ities such as dramatic play, arts and crafts, music, free play, and choosing from a
set of options such as building blocks, manipulatives, or books. About 90% of
teachers report that their pupils engage in creative activities, free play, and choos-
ing from options at least 3 or 4 days per week. Running, climbing, jumping, and
other gross motor activities are also common, with about 80% of teachers report-
ing their pupils engage in these activities at least 3 or 4 days per week (Heaviside
& Farris, 1993).

Much less common is the use of worksheets for the development of literacy
skills or for learning math or science. The majority of kindergarten teachers report
using worksheets only 1 or 2 days per week or less, and 20% say they never use
them. Only about one fifth of teachers report using worksheets on a daily basis.
More frequent is the reported use of manipulatives for teaching math or science.
Nearly one half of kindergarten teachers say their pupils do this on a daily basis,
and 87% report their pupils do this at least 3 or 4 days per week.

Kindergarten teachers in schools where 50% or more of the students are eli-
Q" le for free lunches or in classes where 50% or more of the pupils are from racial
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or ethnic minorities are more likely to use worksheets and manipulatives for math
or science than are teachers with fewer children from low-income families or from
racial and ethnic minority groups. A 57% majority of these teachers report using
manipulatives for math or science on a daily basis, and about a quarter say they
make daily use of worksheets for building literacy skills in their pupils (Heaviside
& Farris, 1993).

Teacher Beliefs

Most kindergarten teachers espouse beliefs about early childhood education that
could be characterized as “developmental” rather than “didactic.” They do not
view kindergarten as a setting for preacademic instruction and drill work but
rather as an opportunity for children to engage in learning through play and self-
directed activities. For example, a 62% majority of public school kindergarten
teachers do not believe that “Most children should learn to read in kindergarten,”
and 72% disagree with the statement, “Homework should be given in kinder-
garten almost every day” (Heaviside & Farris, 1993). Most teachers are opposed to
phonics instruction, with two thirds disagreeing with the statement, “The best way
to learn how to read is to practice matching letters and sounds over and over.”

However, most teachers believe in the value of activities such as reading
aloud to children and playing number games with them. Ninety-seven percent of
public school kindergarten teachers agree that “One of the best ways to help chil-
dren learn to read is by reading to them,” and 99% believe that “Parents should
read to their children and play counting games at home regularly” (Heaviside &
Farris, 1993). Teachers are divided about the general appropriateness of formal
reading and math instruction in the preschool years. For example, when asked
whether they agree with the statement, “Children who begin formal reading and
math instruction in preschool will do better in elementary school,” more disagree
(46%) than agree (31%), but nearly one quarter are neutral or undecided. Also,
nearly one half agree with the statement, “Parents should set aside time every day
for their kindergarten children to practice schoolwork” (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).

Minority teachers and teachers in high poverty schools are more likely to ad-
vocate phonics and a more didactic approach to the kindergarten curriculum. For
example, 45% of African American teachers, as opposed to 12% of Caucasian
teachers, hold that matching letters and sounds repeatedly is the best way to learn
how to read. Furthermore, 21% of teachers in high poverty schools, versus 8% of
those in low poverty schools, believe in the importance of matching letters and
sounds. Also, whereas only 19% of all public school kindergarten teachers believe
it is appropriate to give kindergartners homework every day, 41% of African
American teachers believe this, as do 33% of teachers in large schools, 29% of
those in high poverty schools, and 34% of those with high minority enrollment
classes (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).

Qualities Important for School Readiness

Kindergarten teachers express divided and somewhat contradictory views on
whether school readiness is primarily a matter of individual maturation or a mat-
ter of adequate preparation. The vast majority of teachers endorse a “maturational
readiness” approach to children’s developmental status. When asked whether
they agree or disagree with the statement, “Readiness comes as children grow and
mature; you can’t push it,” 88% of teachers agree. At the same time, 94% agree
Q
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with the apparently contrasting statement, "I can enhance children’s readiness by
providing experiences they need to build important skills.” Fifty-five percent of
kindergarten teachers suggest that children with readiness problems wait a year
before enrolling in kindergarten. But 56% would enroll children as soon as they
are eligible, even if they seem unready, “so they can be exposed to the things they
need” (Heaviside & Farris, 1993).

When asked how important various pupil characteristics are for a child to be
ready for kindergarten, most kindergarten teachers put more of an emphasis on
physical well-being, self-expression, social development, and curiosity than on
mastery of basic cognitive skills. Almost all teachers believe that being physically
healthy, rested, and well nourished is an essential or important quality for school
readiness. More than three fourths hold that children should be able to communi-
cate their needs, wants, and thoughts in their primary language and should be en-
thusiastic and curious when approaching new activities. More than one half be-
lieve that being sensitive to other children’s feelings and able to take turns and
share are essential or very important for kindergarten readiness (Heaviside &
Farris, 1993).

However, less than one quarter of public school kindergarten teachers think
it is very important that children have good problem-solving skills, be able to
identify primary colors and basic shapes, be able to use pencils, know the alpha-
bet, or count to 20. A majority of the teachers rated knowing the alphabet or count-
ing as not very important or not at all important to be ready for kindergarten,
perhaps believing these were things that they could teach children to do in kin-
dergarten. Parents are much more likely to view these early cognitive skills as
being important for school readiness (West, Germino Hausken, & Collins, 1993).

Teachers are more divided about the importance of behavioral characteristics
such as following directions, not being disruptive of the class, and sitting still and
paying attention for school readiness. Sixty percent rate it very important or es-
sential for the child to be able to follow directions and not be disruptive of the
class, and 42% say the same for being able to sit still and pay attention. But
40%-60% rate these behavioral qualities as only somewhat important or not im-
portant. The same is true of knowing the English language, which 41% of teach-
ers describe as a very important or essential quality for school readiness (Heavi-
side & Farris, 1993).

Interestingly, longitudinal studies of child characteristics predictive of aca-
demic performance and school adjustment have found that the child’s general level
of cognitive development is a significant predictor of whether a child will be suc-
cessful or have difficulties in elementary school (Horn & Packard, 1985; Pianta &
McCoy, 1997). In addition, early behavior problems, such as having a limited atten-
tion span or being hyperactive or aggressive, are also significant predictors. Also,
as detailed in the following section, parents of kindergartners frequently report that
they receive negative feedback from their children’s teachers concerning the child’s
difficulties paying attention and sitting still or his or her disruptive behavior.

KINDERGARTEN PARENTS’ INVOLVEMENT IN SCHOOL-RELATED ACTIVITIES

How involved are kindergarten parents in school-related activities? How satisfied
are they with the practices of kindergarten programs, especially with respect to
how well the teachers and administrators communicate with parents and provide
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parents with opportunities for meaningful involvement in school decision mak-
ing? How do parent involvement and, parent satisfaction vary across income
groups and between public and private programs? Before examining survey find-
ings about children’s experiences in kindergarten, we examine survey findings on
parent participation in, and parent perceptions about, the kindergarten classes
their children attend.

In 1996, a large majority of U.S. kindergarten parents (80%) reported that they
had attended a general school meeting, such as an open house, a back-to-school
night, or a meeting of a parent—teacher organization. Sixty-three percent said they
had been to a class or school event, such as a play or sports event, and 50% said
they had acted as a volunteer aide or served on a school committee (NHES, 1996).
Based on criteria used in a parent involvement scale developed for the NHES, 35%
of US. kindergarten students have parents who exhibit a high level of involve-
ment in school-related activities; 32% have parents who are moderately involved;
and 33% have parents who display only a low level of involvement in their
kindergarten programs.* Summing the “moderate” and “high”category percent-
ages, 67% of kindergarten children have parents who are at least moderately in-
volved in their kindergarten programs.

The level of parent involvement in 1996 shown by kindergarten families is
lower than the parent involvement of elementary school children (first through
fifth grades). Seventy-three percent of parents of elementary school children show
at least a moderate level of involvement in school-related activities, whereas 27%
show low involvement (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). However, the lower in-
volvement scores for kindergarten parents may be due to the involvement ques-
tions being less applicable to kindergarten activities than they are for the higher
elementary grades. Specifically, kindergarten programs are probably not as likely
to have class plays or sports events for parents to attend.

As in the higher grades, mothers of children in kindergarten are far more
likely to be actively involved in school-related activities than are fathers. Sixty per-
cent of kindergarten mothers show moderate-to-high levels of involvement, com-
pared with only 24% of kindergarten fathers. (The fathers’ percentage is based
only on households containing a resident father or stepfather.)

Involvement of Low-Income Families in Kindergarten Activities

Kindergarten parents with household income levels below the poverty level are
less likely to be actively involved in their children’s kindergarten programs than
are parents from middle- to high-income families. Among parents whose children
are enrolled in public kindergartens, less than one half of low-income parents
(47%) are at least moderately involved in school activities, compared with 70% of
middle- to high-income parents. Only 17% of low-income parents are highly in-

4Parents who had done none of the three things, or only one of them, were categorized
as displaying a low level of involvement in school-related activities. Those who answered
affirmatively to two of the questions were classified as having a moderate level of involve-
ment, whereas those who had done all three were said to have a high level of involvement.
This was the same scale previously applied to data from the 1993 NHES and presented in
the report Running in Place: How American Families Are Faring in a Changing Economy and an
Individualistic Society (Zill & Nord, 1994). However, data on kindergarten parents were not
collected in 1993.
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volved in their children’s kindergarten programs, whereas the same is true of
twice as many middle- to high-income parents (38%). A majority of low-income
parents of kindergartners have been to a general school meeting since the start of
the school year, but the majority is smaller than that for middle- to high-income
parents: 71% versus 82%. Less than half of low-income parents (47%) have at-
tended a class or school event, such as a play, compared with two thirds (65%) of
middle- to high-income parents. Only 30% of low-income parents have acted as
volunteer aides or served on school committees, whereas 53% of middle- to high-
income parents have done this (NHES, 1996).

These differences occur despite the fact that, as noted previously, most low-
income parents say their schools do a good job of communicating with parents
and telling them about opportunities to participate at school. These differences
occur also despite the fact that low-income mothers would appear to have more
opportunity to perform volunteer activities at school, inasmuch as they are less
likely than middle- to high-income mothers to be employed outside the home.

Multivariate analysis of school participation data shows that it is not just the
meager incomes of poor parents that are associated with their lower involvement
levels. Factors that are often present in today’s low-income families, especially
lower parent education levels and not having both parents present in the house-
hold, show stronger negative associations with parent involvement than poverty
status as such (Zill & Nord, 1994). The lower participation levels of low-income
families do not bode well for their children’s later achievement. Previous studies
have shown the importance for children’s school success of parents getting and re-
maining actively involved in school-related activities (Brick et al., 1994; Henderson,
1987; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Nord et al., 1997; Zill, 1996a; Zill & Nord, 1994).

Involvement of Parents of Children in Private Kindergarten

As in the higher grades of school, parents with children in private kindergarten
are more likely to be actively involved in school-related activities than are parents
of children in public kindergarten. In 1996, 85% of parents of children in private
kindergarten were at least moderately involved in school-related activities, com-
pared with 64% of all parents of children in public kindergarten. A 55% majority
of parents of children in private kindergarten were highly involved in their chil-
dren’s kindergarten programs, compared with 32% of parents of children in pub-
lic kindergarten (NHES, 1996). The participation gap between parents of children
in private kindergarten and those of children in public kindergarten was particu-
larly large with respect to volunteering at school or serving on committees: 70%
of parents of children in private kindergarten reported this kind of participation
in the current school year, compared with 46% of parents of children in public
kindergartens.

The higher participation rates of parents of children in private kindergarten
is partly attributable to their higher education and income levels and their having
a higher prevalence of intact two-parent families. But even when these factors are
statistically controlled, having children in private school is associated with signif-
icantly higher levels of parent participation in school-related activities (Zill &
Nord, 1994). In another respect, the high involvement rate of parents of children
in private kindergarten is especially impressive because, as noted previously,
mothers of children in private kindergarten programs are more likely than moth-
ers of children in public kindergarten to be working in full-time, year-round jobs.
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VIEWS OF PARENTS OF CHILDREN IN
KINDERGARTEN ABOUT SCHOOL PRACTICES

Most parents in the United States with children in kindergarten believe the schools
that their children attend are doing a reasonably good job of communicating with
parents and providing opportunities for parental involvement in school. In 1996,
for example, when parents of children in kindergarten were asked how well their
child’s kindergarten lets parents know how their child is doing in school, more
than two thirds of kindergarten parents said the school “does this very well”
(NHES, 1996). Smaller majorities of parents said the kindergarten does very well
at providing “workshops, materials, or advice about how to help child learn at
home” and at helping them “understand what children of child’s age are like”
(NHES, 1996) (see Figure 4.2).

Communication between school and home: Most kindergarten parents report
being contacted by the child’s teacher or school without having contacted them
first. Ninety-six percent report receiving newsletters, memos, or notices addressed
to all parents. Fifty-three percent report that the school sent them personal notes,
and 43% say the teacher or school called them on the telephone at least once or
twice during the current school year (NHES, 1996).

Involvement in school decision making: A substantial majority of kindergarten
parents believe that they have some say in school decision making. Three quarters
of parents report that their schools put parents on committees that make decisions
about school policies. A smaller but still substantial majority (69%) believe that
“parents have a real say in school policy decisions.” However, only 32% of all par-

“ents of children in kindergarten report that their school has a written parent in-
volvement agreement or “learning compact” that says “how parents and the
school will share responsibility for their children’s education” (NHES, 1996).

Satisfaction of Low-Income Families with School Practices

Somewhat surprisingly, low-income families with children in kindergarten are
more, not less, likely to report that their schools do a good job of communicating
with parents. For example, 73% of low-income parents, versus 63% of middle- to
high-income parents, say the school “does very well” at letting them know how
the child is doing in school.

These results would lead one to believe that public kindergarten programs
that serve low-income families are doing a reasonable job of trying to involve par-
ents and assist them to be better nurturers of their children. An alternative and less
charitable explanation of the findings is that low-income parents are less de-
manding of the schools and less likely to be “quality connoisseurs” of teacher and
school administrator performance than middle- to high-income parents. As just
reported, it is relatively rare for low-income parents to act as volunteers at school
or serve on school committees. Thus, they may be less knowledgeable about what
actually goes on in school. Nonetheless, the survey findings do not support the
view that the learning problems of low-income children are largely attributable to
the dismal quality of the schools they attend.

Satisfaction of Parents of Children in Private Kindergarten with School Practices

Although low-income parents of children in public kindergarten describe their
school’s communication efforts in more positive terms than do middle- to high-
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income parents of children in public kindergarten, parents who have their chil-
dren in private kindergarten are more positive than both public kindergarten
groups (see Figure 4.2). It is not surprising that private schools, which are typi-
cally reliant on parental assistance, would be active in making parents aware of
chances to volunteer. It is more noteworthy that more parents of children in pri-
vate kindergarten are pleased with their schools’ efforts in letting parents know
how their children are doing in school and in helping the family understand what
children are like at this age.

More frequent communication between school and home: Parents of children in pri-
vate kindergarten report more frequent communication between the school and
the home. Parents in both groups do not differ with respect to saying that the
school “provided newsletters, memos, or notices addressed to all parents” during
the current school year. But more parents of children in private kindergarten say
they have been sent a personal note by the child’s teacher (58% versus 52% of par-
ents of children in public kindergarten) and that they have been called on the tele-
phone by the teacher or someone else from the school (52% compared with 42%
of parents of children in public kindergarten).

Similar involvement in school decision making: Parents of children in private
kindergarten are less likely than parents of children in public kindergarten to re-
port that their “school includes parents on committees . . . that make decisions
about school policies having to do with the school budget, what will be taught, dis-
cipline, or other policies.” Sixty-seven percent of the parents of children in private
kindergarten say yes to this question, compared with 76% of parents of children in
public kindergarten. But some of the parent representation on public school gov-
erning bodies seems to be merely token: Private and public kindergarten parents
are about equally likely to think that “parents have a real say in school policy de-
cisions.” Sixty-seven percent of parents of children in private kindergarten say this,
compared with 70% of parents of children in public kindergarten.

Unlike the survey findings about low-income parents, the findings about par-
ents of children in private kindergarten are consistent with the view that public
kindergartens could be doing better at communicating with parents and involv-
ing them in school activities. Although most parents of children in public kinder-
garten appear to be satisfied with their schools’ performance in these areas, par-
ents of children in private kindergarten are more satisfied. The positive views of
parents of children in private kindergarten are particularly impressive, given that
their relatively high education levels and their high rates of involvement in school
activities are likely to make them both quality conscious and knowledgeable
about school practices. Of course, skeptics will say that parents of children in pri-
vate kindergarten have positive views to reduce their cognitive dissonance about
the money they are spending to send their children to kindergarten. Although
there may be some truth to such an interpretation, the differences in parent per-
ceptions also seem to reflect real differences in school practices.

JUDGMENTS OF CHILDREN'S EXPERIENCES IN KINDERGARTEN

According to kindergarten teachers, almost one half of all their pupils enter
kindergarten with some or many problems. However, only one pupil in six has
serious difficulty making the transition to formal schooling. The types of problems
that are fairly widespread in kindergarten classrooms are difficulty following di-
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rections, lack of academic skills, family disorganization, and difficulty working
independently. Problems are more common in communities with high concentra-
tions of poverty, in urban and rural communities as opposed to suburban com-
munities, and in schools with high concentrations of minority pupils.

Parents of kindergarten children are more sanguine than teachers about
pupil adjustment and performance in the first year of school. According to par-
ents, the majority of U.S. kindergartners adjust to the beginning of their formal
schooling in positive ways, without major difficulties. However, a sizable minor-
ity of children experience at least some transitory adjustment problems at the
start of kindergarten. These initial difficulties seem about equally common
among pupils from low-income families as among those from middle- and high-
income families and among children in public kindergartens as among those in
private ones. Most parents also say that they hear good things about their chil-
dren from kindergarten teachers. But parents of the average kindergartner report
receiving some negative feedback from teachers concerning their children’s learn-
ing or behavior. Parents in low-income families receive considerably more nega-
tive teacher feedback about their children than do parents from middle- and high-
income families.

Teacher Judgments of Success in the Transition to Kindergarten

According to kindergarten teachers, just more than one half of all children enter-
ing kindergarten (52%) have a “very successful entry, with virtually no problems.”
About another one third (32%) have a “moderately successful entry,” with “some
problems, mostly minor.” About one child in six (16%) has a “difficult or very dif-
ficult entry,” with many problems or the teacher having “serious concerns” about
the child’s academic progress or adjustment to school (Pianta et al., 1998). Ac-
cording to teachers, the most common problems exhibited by large numbers of
entering kindergarten pupils (“about one half the class or more”) are difficulty fol-
lowing directions (46% of teachers report this as a common problem), lack of aca-
demic skills (36%), difficulty working independently (34%), and difficulty work-
ing as part of a group (30%). Teachers also perceive aspects of the child’s family
environment or preschool experience as creating problems at school entry. The
most frequent are a disorganized home environment (35% of teachers see this as
a problem for one half of the class or more) and a lack of any formal preschool
experience (31%).

The prevalence and types of transition problems that children experience re-
late to the poverty level and metropolitan status of the community and the mi-
nority composition of the school. Lower levels of successful school entry are
found in communities with poverty rates of more than 15%. Transition problems
are more frequent in central city communities than in rural areas and are least fre-
quent in suburban communities. The prevalence of transition problems also rises
as the minority composition of the school increases. As levels of poverty increase,
teachers are more likely to report that majorities of their pupils lack social skills
and have problems following directions, working independently, and working as
part of a group. In rural areas, teachers are more likely to report that the majority
of their pupils come from disorganized home environments. In schools with high
concentrations of minority pupils, teachers are likely to report that large numbers
of their pupils have a variety of adjustment difficulties: academic, social, cultural,
developmental, and communication (Pianta et al., 1998).
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Nonminority teachers in schools with high concentrations of minority pupils
are more likely to report that majorities of their pupils have difficulty following
directions, problems with social skills, and immaturity than are nonminority
teachers in schools with moderate or low concentrations of minority pupils. Sim-
ilar differences are not found in the reports of minority teachers. This may reflect
cultural differences in norms about acceptable behavior at school. More experi-
enced kindergarten teachers are found to report fewer transition problems. This
may stem from the experienced teachers being more pragmatic in their expecta-
tions based on their previous experience with classroom misbehavior (Pianta
et al., 1998).

Parent Reports on Teacher Feedback About
Children’s Learning and Behavior in Kindergarten

Most parents say that they hear good things about their children from kinder-
garten teachers. For example, 90% report that the teacher said their child “gets
along with other children or works well in a group.” Eighty-eight percent claim
that the teacher said the child “has been doing really well in school,” and 85% say
that they have heard that their child “is very enthusiastic and interested in a lot of.
different things” (NHES, 1993). But the parents of the average kindergarten stu-
dent in the United States also report receiving some negative feedback from teach-
ers concerning their children’s learning or classroom behavior.

Of nine specific learning and conduct problems covered in the national sur-
vey data, the most frequently reported teacher complaint concerns the child’s at-
tention span and ability to focus on schoolwork. Nearly one kindergarten pupil in
every four (23%) was described as “doesn’t concentrate, doesn’t pay attention for
long.” A related problem behavior, being overly active (“has been very restless,
fidgets all the time, or doesn’t sit still”), was reported as a teacher complaint by
the parents of one in seven kindergarten children (14%). Also quite common is the
charge that the child “has been acting up in school or disrupting the class.” This
was reported for almost one child in every five (18%) (NHES, 1993). Other rela-
tively common items of negative feedback are shown in Figure 4.3.

It is interesting that these items of negative teacher feedback were so com-
mon. When public kindergarten teachers are surveyed about the importance of
various child characteristics “for a child to be ready for kindergarten,” less than
one half say it is “essential” or “very important” that the child “sits still and pays
attention” (Heaviside & Farris, 1993). Yet parents apparently hear it from teachers
when their child does not show such behavioral control in the classroom.

Although the individual negative feedback items are each reported for only a
minority of children, it is common for a parent to say he or she received at least
one or two such teacher comments about his or her child. Indeed, of the eight most
common negative feedback items shown in Figure 4.3, the mean number received
was 1.74 (Zill & Davies, 1994).

Family and Child Characteristics Associated
with Receipt of Negative Teacher Feedback

Although many families get some negative feedback from teachers about the
learning or conduct of their kindergarten child, some types of children and fami-
lies tend to receive more of these critical comments. Children whose parents have
less than a high school education or income levels near or below the poverty line
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get more negative comments than those whose parents have more education and
higher income levels. The same is true of families that have been disrupted by
marital separation or divorce and those in which the parents have not married.
Children from families in which only the mother is present in the household, or
only the father, or the mother and a stepfather, or neither birth parent all get more
negative reports from their kindergarten teachers than children from families in
which both birth parents are present in the household.

Boys are more likely than girls to be described as having learning or behav-
ior problems in kindergarten. Children with larger numbers of young siblings in
the household (who would presumably have to compete with these siblings for at-
tention from their parents) have more such problems as well. Children whose
mothers work full time, year round (but not those whose mothers work part time
or part of the year) get more negative reports from kindergarten teachers than
those whose mothers are homemakers. The more of these characteristics the fam-
ily and/or child have, the more negative feedback the parent is likely to receive.

Teacher feedback is also related to parent educational activities at home with
the child. Children whose parents reported that they read stories to the child in-
frequently, or not at all, during the previous week received more negative com-
ments from teachers than children who were read to more often. Activity-related
differences were found even after controlling for factors such as parent education
level and family income.

Low-Income Parents More Likely to Receive Negative Feedback

As mentioned in the previous sections, kindergarten parents whose family in-
comes are below the poverty line are more likely to report that they have received
negative feedback from teachers concerning their children’s learning or behavior
than parents whose family incomes are above the poverty level. Over the seven
most common negative feedback items, the mean number reported for children in
low-income families was 1.91, whereas for children in middle- to high-income
families, it was 1.68 (Zill & Davies, 1994).

Kindergartners from low-income families are more likely to be described as
hyperactive. Among kindergartners in public programs, 30% of those from low-
income families were described as not paying attention in class, compared with
20% of pupils from middle- to high-income families. Eighteen percent of the chil-
dren from low-income families were reported to be “very restless, fidgets all the
time,” compared with 13% of the children whose family incomes were above the
poverty line. Children from low-income families tend to have more problems with
learning new skills and concepts. Twenty-two percent of the low-income students
were said to be “not learning up to capabilities” and to “lack confidence in learn-
ing new things,” whereas the same comments were applied to about 13% of chil-
dren from middle- to high-income families (NHES, 1993).

Children from low-income families have more problems communicating
their wants, needs, and thoughts to teachers. Teachers noted that it was "hard to
understand what child is saying” for 12% of the children from low-income fami-
lies, versus 7% of children from middle- to high-income families. Although the
comment is applied to fewer than 1 child in 10, children from low-income families
are twice as likely to appear depressed in school: 9% of children from low-income
families were said to be “often sad or unhappy in class,” compared with 4% of
children from middle- to high-income families.
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Unexpectedly, given stereotypes about the behavior of children from low-
income family backgrounds, parents from low-income families were not more
likely than parents from middle- to high-income families to report that teachers
described their children as “acting up in school or disrupting the class.” It may be
that low-income parents are more reluctant to acknowledge this type of conduct
on the part of their young children. Alternatively, it could be that low-income chil-
dren are less likely to be disruptive because they find the kindergarten classroom
environment to be relatively interesting and stimulating, compared with their
home environments.

When the receipt of negative feedback from kindergarten teachers was ana-
lyzed in multivariate models, low family income did not prove to be as potent
a predictor of the total number of child learning or behavior problems reported
as it was in bivariate analyses. Other factors associated with poverty, especially
lower parent education levels, family disruption, and a larger number of young
siblings in the household, were more closely linked with the number of negative
comments received than was poverty per se (Zill & Davies, 1994).

Private Kindergarten Parents Just as Likely to Receive Negative Feedback

Parents with children in private kindergarten programs report receiving negative
feedback from their children’s teachers with about the same frequency as parents
with children in public kindergartens. This held true across all the individual
items discussed previously (NHES, 1993). It is, of course, possible that the children
in private kindergarten had fewer learning and behavior problems but that their
parents were more likely to receive feedback from teachers (both positive and neg-
ative) and that the two differences balanced out. Private kindergarten parents do
report more frequent communication between the school and the home, as noted
here. It is also possible that private school kindergarten teachers used more strin-
gent (or at least different) criteria in judging the learning and behavior of their
pupils. There is no way of ascertaining from the survey data whether this was
true. The sample of children from low-income families in private kindergartens
was too small to detect reliable differences in their relative adjustment and be-
havior in private as opposed to public kindergarten programs.

Children Who Attended Preschool Programs Receive More Negative Feedback

Most of the associations described previously are congruent with previous re-
search findings based on direct assessments of children as well as on parent and
teacher reports of learning accomplishments or behavior problems in young chil-
dren (Coiro, Zill, & Bloom, 1994; Mayer, 1997; Zill, 1996a; Zill, Collins, et al., 1995).
(One exception is the correlation between full-time maternal employment and
child learning or behavior problems. Such an association is usually not found in
the child development literature.) The observed correlations are also mostly con-
sistent with generally accepted theories about individual and family factors that
are significant for early learning or children’s emotional well-being (Rutter & Rut-
ter, 1993). However, one of the child background factors that is significantly asso-
ciated with negative teacher feedback in the multivariate model is puzzling. This
is that children who had attended a center-based preschool program prior to
kindergarten, whether it was Head Start, a private preschool program, or a pub-
lic prekindergarten program, are more, not less, likely to get critical reports from
their teachers with regard to their learning or classroom behavior.
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This finding is especially paradoxical, given that similar multivariate analy-
ses with direct assessment measures or parent-reported data on developmental
accomplishments of preschool children show a positive correlation between pre-
school program attendance and emerging literacy (Zill, Collins, et al., 1995). Al-
though the finding is puzzling, it is not without precedent. There have been in-
formal reports for years that some kindergarten teachers report more classroom
problems with children from Head Start (E. Zigler, personal communication,
March 22, 1995), and Mott and Quinlan (1992) found some evidence of increased
problem behavior (as reported by parents) in Head Start graduates in data from
the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Mother and Child Supplement.

CHILDREN WHO ARE RETAINED IN KINDERGARTEN

One indication that children have had a problematic time in kindergarten is when
the school believes that the child should repeat kindergarten or attend a transi-
tional class, rather than being promoted to a general first-grade class along with
most other kindergartners. The difficulty in using retention in kindergarten as
an indicator is that schools and school systems vary in the extent to which they
employ kindergarten retention, if they employ it at all, and many schools have
changed their policies regarding its use in recent years. There has been a great deal
of contentious debate about retention in the early grades but little representative
data on the actual extent and circumstances of its use. Employing data from both
the 1993 and 1995 NHESs, Zill et al. (1997) examined the proportion of U.S. first
and second graders who were retained in kindergarten, the characteristics of these
children, and the implications of kindergarten retention for the school perfor-
mance and adjustment of children in the early elementary grades. Although there
have been a number of smaller-scale studies of kindergarten retention, the NHES
study provides estimates based on large-scale, nationally representative samples.

Repetition of Kindergarten

Five percent of first and second graders in 1995 and six percent in 1993 had to re-
peat kindergarten or attend a transitional class before first grade. These propor-
tions projected to almost 383,000 children who had repeated kindergarten in 1995.
The number of children who repeat kindergarten is several times smaller than the
number who are reported to experience significant learning or behavior problems
in kindergarten.

Child characteristics that are consistently overrepresented among children
who have been required to repeat kindergarten are being male and having had a
marked delay in growth or development earlier in life. In 1995, 63% of kinder-
garten repeaters were boys, compared with 51% of the general population of ele-
mentary students. Also, 18% of the repeaters had had developmental delays, com-
pared with 5% of all first and second graders.

The study found a link between low-income status and grade repetition, but
it was not consistent across surveys. In 1993, children from low-income families
were at significantly greater risk of repeating kindergarten, and this association
held up when other factors were controlled. However, in the 1995 survey, in a
multivariate analysis, poverty status was actually associated with a lower risk of
kindergarten repetition. Overall, African American children were found to repeat
kindergarten at greater rates. Also, children who attended Head Start, prekinder-
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garten, or other center-based preschool programs were at significantly lower risk
of having had to repeat kindergarten in the multivariate analysis. Neither of the
latter two relationships was significant in the 1993 analysis.

Despite the inconsistencies from survey to survey, the overall pattern of re-
sults indicates that children who are required to repeat kindergarten are a com-
paratively disadvantaged group in ethnic, developmental, and socioeconomic
terms. There is a particular contrast that the study found with children whose par-
ents had delayed their entry into kindergarten. These children also tended to be
boys, and they were children whose birthdays tended to fall in the latter half of
the year. In other respects, however, they were a comparatively advantaged group.

African American children were underrepresented among delayed entry chil-
dren, and, in 1993 at least, there was a significant association between having
college-educated parents and starting kindergarten later. At the same time, it is
clear that socioeconomic differences in kindergarten repetition and delayed entry
are not as pronounced as has been sometimes suggested in earlier research and
commentary on these issues. Both groups contain children drawn from nearly all
segments of U.S. society.

It is not clear whether the disparities between the findings of the two surveys
were simply a product of sampling fluctuation and measurement error or reflected
actual changes in the practices of schools with respect to the numbers and kinds of
pupils who were being retained in kindergarten. It is possible that school policy
changes restricting the use of retention among children from low-income families or
racial minorities may have been a factor in the modest socioeconomic differences
found, especially in 1995. These issues are worth examination in future research.

STUDENT PERFORMANCE AND BEHAVIOR AFTER KINDERGARTEN

Parent reports about student performance and adjustment after kindergarten, in
the early grades of elementary school, show patterns similar to those noted previ-
ously with respect to kindergarten. Nearly one half of all first and second graders
were reported to exhibit some significant learning or behavior problems in school.
Thirty percent had trouble concentrating or paying attention in class. Between one
in five and one in four were having schoolwork problems or not learning up to his
or her capabilities. One in five was said to engage in troublesome behavior or dis-
rupt the class. One in twenty had to repeat first or second grade (Zill et al., 1997).

The same child and family factors that were associated with difficulties in
kindergarten, or with having to repeat kindergarten, were associated with learn-
ing or behavior problems in the early elementary grades. More boys than girls had
problems, and children who had experienced developmental delays early in child-
hood were more likely to be encountering difficulties. Children with birthdays
that were late in the year were also more likely to be having problems, although
this was only found in the 1993 survey.

Lower parent education levels, family disruption or single parenthood, and
family poverty were all associated with higher frequencies of school adjustment
problems. As before, poverty itself was not as potent a predictor of classroom dif-
ficulties as were factors associated with poverty, such as low parent education and
single parenthood. Minority racial status was also associated with a higher fre-
quency of problems, even after education, income, and family structure were con-
trolled. This was not the case in the kindergarten analyses, where race and eth-
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nicity were not independently predictive of child learning or behavior problems,
apart from their association with socioeconomic disadvantages (Zill et al., 1997).

As was the case in kindergarten, attendance at a center-based preschool pro-
gram was associated with a significantly greater likelihood of negative teacher
feedback, even after other factors were controlled. This was only found in the 1993
survey. In the 1995 data, preschool program attendance neither increased nor de-
creased the likelihood of school performance problems.

Implications of Kindergarten Retention for Performance in Elementary School

Children who were required to stay in kindergarten for a second year were reported
by their parents to be doing worse than their classmates on most of the school per-
formance indicators that were available in the two surveys. In 1993, two thirds of
the retained pupils had received some negative feedback from their elementary
school teachers, whereas the same was true of less than one half of nonretained
pupils. Forty to fifty percent higher proportions of retained than nonretained pupils
were described as having problems concentrating, as not learning up to capabilities,
or as acting up and disrupting the class. Twice as many of the retained pupils were
said to have trouble taking turns and sharing with others (Zill et al., 1997).

In the 1995 survey, 60% of retained pupils were reported to have at least one
significant school performance problem, compared with 47% of nonretained pu-
pils. When comparisons between retained and nonretained pupils were controlled
by multiple logistic regression, the retained children in-1993 continued to receive
more negative feedback than their classmates. In the 1995 analysis, however, the
differences between retained and nonretained children were wholly accounted for
by other factors in the model (Zill et al., 1997).

The contrast between the performance of retained students with the later per-
formance of children who had experienced delayed entry into kindergarten was
particularly striking. These children were doing better on the performance indi-
cators and continued to have fewer problems, according to the 1993 analysis, after
other related factors were controlled. In the 1995 analysis, controlling for other fac-
tors reduced the positive difference for delayed entries to nonsignificance.

Despite the somewhat disparate results, the best that could be said about the
school performance of retained pupils was that they were doing less well than
most other first and second graders but no worse than would be expected, given
their other background and developmental characteristics. There was no indication
in the findings of either survey that requiring the children to repeat kindergarten
or attend a transitional class had had a beneficial effect on their school perfor-
mance. One might, indeed, argue that kindergarten repetition had made matters
worse. However, another interpretation of the results is that in requiring some
pupils to repeat kindergarten, the schools merely identified pupils who were
slated to have further achievement or adjustment problems anyway. According to
this argument, the fact of kindergarten repetition does not create the later prob-
lems, it is only an indicator of other, underlying disorders in the child’s constitu-
tion or home environment.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

The survey findings summarized in this chapter contain a lot of positive informa-
tion about the state of American kindergarten programs and the experiences of
@ ing children in those programs. Most kindergarten teachers seem well quali-
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fied to work with young children and confident that they can make a meaningful
difference in the lives and academic careers of their pupils. Most kindergarten par-
ents are at least moderately involved in school-related activities and reasonably
content with the school’s efforts to keep them informed about how their children
are progressing and to involve them in school activities. Kindergarten programs
appear to offer a balance between free play and self-discovery activities and more
structured academic activities, although many teachers seem to shun the use of
worksheets and explicit drills in phonics. According to their parents, most kinder-
garten pupils have predominantly positive experiences in kindergarten, and 95%
are promoted to first grade.

There do not appear to be gross-disparities between the program quality of
the public kindergarten classes that low-income children attend and the quality of
public classes attended by children from families with greater financial resources.
Indeed, in some ways low-income parents are more satisfied with the efforts of
their schools than are public school parents with more resources. However, nei-
ther group of public school parents describe the communication and outreach ef-
forts of their schools in as positive terms as do parents with children in private
kindergarten programs.

Despite the preponderance of good news, there are clearly survey results that
lend support to the central thesis of this volume, namely, that school administra-
tors, teachers, and parents need to explore ways of ensuring a better fit between
the demands of the kindergarten classroom and the diverse capabilities and be-
havior patterns of U.S. 5-year-olds. Many kindergarten classes appear to be too
large, and to have too few assistant teachers or aides, to provide individual or
small-group attention to children who are at widely different places in the devel-
opmental trajectory. Although there was not explicit survey evidence to this effect,
it is almost inevitable that the instructional or emotional needs of some students
are short-changed in classes of 26 students or more with minimal help from aides
or assistant teachers. Although the children who get neglected may be those who
are somewhat behind in their development, it may also be those who are more ad-
vanced, whose potential for excellence does not get encouraged.

Both teachers and parents report that around one half of all pupils exhibit
some behavior, learning, or social difficulties in the kindergarten classroom, and
one in five or six experiences serious adjustment problems. These problems are
more common among boys and among children from low-income families and
families with other sociodemographic risk factors, such as low parent education
levels, single parenthood, numerous young siblings, or minority language back-
grounds. Transition problems are more prevalent in schools in high poverty areas,
in central city and rural as opposed to suburban communities, and in schools with
high concentrations of minority pupils. It is interesting, however, that parent re-
ports of negative teacher feedback about child learning or conduct problems were
as common in private as in public kindergarten programs.

It is also noteworthy that some of the more common negative feedback items
were in nonacademic areas that a majority of kindergarten teachers believe to be
very important for school readiness and success in kindergarten. This suggests that
families and preschool programs may not be doing all they can to nurture social
and communication skills that will enable children to function more effectively in
the larger and more structured environment of the kindergarten classroom.

A disquieting finding is the disconnection between teacher opinion regarding
{§ributes needed for school readiness (which downplays the importance of pay-
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ing attention and sitting still) and the kind of negative feedback that kindergarten
teachers most frequently give to parents (which focuses on the child’s inability to
pay attention and sit still). It is hardly surprising, of course, that young children
should have some difficulties focusing their attention or restraining their natural
animation for extended periods of time. One might think that kindergarten teach-
ers who endorse developmentally appropriate practices would not make great de-
mands on their pupils in this regard. Yet many teachers apparently do make de-
mands to which a substantial minority of students cannot live up. One explanation
for this may be that the large sizes of many kindergarten classes require a certain
amount of pupil restraint merely for reasons of “crowd control.” Whatever the rea-
sons, the area of behavioral control requirements is clearly one that deserves at-
tention from educational researchers and policy makers who want to make the
transition to kindergarten a smooth and successful one for all children.

Another troubling result is the finding that children who have attended center-
based preschool programs, despite showing greater emerging literacy and numer-
acy skills than children who have not attended such programs, are more likely to
receive negative teacher feedback. One may speculate as to the possible reasons
that children with preschool experience may receive negative reactions from their
kindergarten teachers. One possible interpretation is that children who attended
preschool are apt to be more advanced than other children in their kindergarten
classes. This in turn may lead to them being bored and restless in class. Another
possible interpretation is that the rules for appropriate conduct in class change be-
tween preschool and kindergarten, with children having more leeway for free
play and gross motor activities in preschool than in kindergarten. Children with
center-based preschool experience may have more difficulty adapting to the new
rules than those without such experience. It is also possible that at least some
preschool veterans have learned aggressive or mischievous behavior patterns
from their preschool classmates. Further research is needed to better understand
the reasons behind the negative teacher reactions and their implications for young
children’s academic careers.

Although the public kindergarten programs that children from low-income
families attend are not notably inferior in terms of teacher qualifications, class-
room activities, or communication and outreach to parents, it is apparent that
these programs have to contend with a greater prevalence of family risk factors
than public programs serving predominantly middle-class children or private
kindergarten programs. It is discouraging to see that low-income kindergarten
parents tend to be less involved in school-related activities and do less with their
children at home in the way of informal educational activities. Both parent in-
volvement and parent reading to children relate to better achievement and fewer
disciplinary problems in the later years of elementary school and secondary
school. Although kindergarten programs seem to be doing things to encourage
parent involvement and parent teaching activities, they may need to do more
along these lines.

Survey findings do not show notably higher rates of kindergarten retention
among children from low-income families, although earlier surveys did find a
greater risk of retention among these children. However, surveys do show that
children from low-income families have more academic and behavioral difficul-
ties in first and second grades than do children from middle- and high-income
families, whether they have been retained or not. Pupils from low-income families
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are more likely to be described as below the middle of their class, to have to repeat
first or second grade, and to be getting special help for reading difficulties. Whereas
preschool education programs are bolstering the early literacy, numeracy, and so-
cial skills of children from poor families, these programs have not succeeded
in closing the gap between children from low-income families and those from
middle- to high-income ones. Survey findings also indicate that more attention
should be paid to behavioral and conduct issues that preschool programs are cur-
rently not addressing, or at least not addressing with any notable success. By de-
veloping innovative approaches and making greater efforts to tackle these issues
in kindergarten, kindergarten programs will not only do a better job of smoothing
children’s transition to formal schooling but will also increase the chances that chil-
dren will have fewer problems and more success in the later years of elementary
school and beyond.
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Chapter 5

Diverse Perspectives on
Kindergarten Contexts and Practices

Flizabeth Graue

The transition to kindergarten is educationally important. It is a shift from more
family-controlled settings to contexts that are specifically designed for the educa-
tion of young children. But that transition is also symbolically important because
it represents a movement into the broader community context. In this context,
children have access to more resources and people; however, the demands are also
more complex. For many children, it is considered to be the beginning of real
school, where the foundation is set for later success. Whether this transition is easy
depends on the match between the characteristics and experiences of individual
children and the resources and expectations of school personnel responsible for
their success. This match is not solely a matter of making sure that children are
“ready” to meet the demands of school. It also involves ensuring that schools are
ready to adapt to the diverse and changing needs of real children whose lives de-
pend on our willingness to extend ourselves to them.

Negotiating this transition—that is, fine-tuning this match between child and
context—is the focus of this book. This chapter focuses particularly on the knowl-
edge base related to kindergarten contexts and practices. It examines what is
known about this special time in a child’s educational life—about how we orga-
nize for instruction, how we choose what to teach, and what implications these
choices have for the success of our students.

This discussion is organized around three questions. The first, Who can we
teach? addresses the idea that teachers do not instruct generic students. Instead,
they are working with both their ideas of who can benefit from instruction and
real children. The answer to this question shapes decisions regarding which chil-
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dren enter kindergarten, when they will begin, and how they will be grouped for
instruction. The second question, How can we teach? is related to decisions about
how the instructional day is scheduled and which philosophical orientations are
used to shape instruction. It is concerned with the images of appropriate kinder-
garten practice and what we use as the catalyst and methods for instruction. The
third question, What can we teach? explores the content of instruction in kinder-
garten. Answers to this particular question relate to our notions of the intellectual
substance of our work with children (i.e., what is worth knowing for 5-year-olds).
All three questions are interrelated but are presented thematically as a way to or-
ganize the tangled literature on teaching and learning in kindergarten.

WHO CAN WE TEACH?

The first question that needs to be addressed when examining practices in early
education is how the parameters of the teaching practice are defined. The ques-
tion, Who can we teach? is a question that defines a successful transition, one that
is the foundation for curriculum and that shapes standards for children, teachers,
and programs. In an ideal world, programs would be open to all children and
would be able to meet all their needs. But as the world is constructed, there are pa-
rameters on expectations and practices that are historical, ideological, philosoph-
ical, and pedagogical.

Readiness

Although other authors address issues of readiness (see Chapters 3 and 4), it is im-
possible to discuss classroom practices in the early years without addressing con-
ceptions of, and practices and policies connected to, readiness. It is the quintessen-
tial early childhood construct, part science, part theory, part myth, part perception,
and part passion; it sets the stage for particular exceptions and tasks for children
when they enter school (Graue, 1993b). Because of its centrality in decision making
for young children, in this chapter I discuss readiness policies and practices that set
parameters for who is taught and, therefore, what and how it is taught.

Entrance Age When an entrance cutoff date is set, a statement is made about
the lower bounds of typical development that can be accommodated in instruc-
tional practices. In addition, we are establishing what many believe is the most
equitable entry gate—a concrete entrance date is information that is accessible
to most families and that requires minimal decision making. However, setting
that date is a nontrivial task. Since the late 1960s, the modal kindergarten entrance
date has shifted from December to September, a move that has made kindergart-
ners older. The rationale for moving the date back is related to concerns about
readiness, a theme that comes up repeatedly in discussions about education and
young children.

The key item of contention is that, by changing the entrance date, policy mak-
ers are addressing the issue of who can be taught. The assumption is that older
kindergartners are better able to meet the demands of formal schooling. This trend
occurs as increasing numbers of children are receiving out-of-home care and as
educational experiences and broadened interventions are being offered for young
children considered at risk.

Policy makers and practitioners search for the perfect entrance date in the
hope of increasing readiness. But available research indicates that there is not a
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magic date by which all children will be ensured success. By now this topic should
be a nonissue, but it has resurfaced again because the state of California has con-
templated changing its entrance date to an earlier one. Research does not need to
go into comparisons of children in the oldest and youngest quartiles of age distri-
bution. It has already been found that the differences are small and are diminished
for the most part by third grade (Shepard & Smith, 1986). More attention needs to
be paid to the mechanics that drive these differences, examining the duration of
age-related differences and how changing the date provides differential advan-
tage for subgroups of children.

Interventions There are a variety of interventions related to concerns about
readiness. These interventions include official and unofficial practices that change
the school careers of students by adding a year to the time it takes them to move
through elementary school. Delaying kindergarten entry (also known as academic
red-shirting), transitional programs prior to kindergarten or first grade, or early
school retention are all strategies promoted to ease the movement of students con-
sidered not ready for the rigors of existing curriculum. Typically, red-shirting is
chosen informally by parents (although often at the suggestion of school person-
nel) so that their children can avoid potential failure in elementary school. Transi-
tional programs and retention are school-sanctioned programs chosen for children
who are not measuring up to school expectations. The first two are undertaken for
developmental reasons, attempting to match child level to curriculum in ways
that are kinder and gentler. Transitional programs are specially designed pro-
grams with smaller class sizes and more child-centered curricula, whereas reten-
tion requires a child to repeat a grade.

What is interesting about all three of these interventions is that none has ad-
equate empirical support. For example, retention increases the probability of chil-
dren dropping out of school, fails to increase student achievement, is dispropor-
tionately used with children of color or from low-income families, and has serious
emotional fallout for those who experience it (Byrnes, 1989; Grissom & Shepard,
1989; Shepard, 1989; Shepard & Smith, 1989; Zill, Loomis, & West, 1997). Further-
more, transitional programs fail to improve achievement (Gredler, 1984; Shepard,
1989). Children who have delayed school entry do not academically outperform
their grade peers or even children who are typically considered at risk for readi-
ness problems (i.e., children who are young relative to the entrance cutoff but who
enroll in school on time; Cameron & Wilson, 1990; Graue, DiPerna, & Dixson, 1998;
Morrison, Griffith, & Alberts, 1997). Teacher ratings of the social and emotional
development of children who have delayed entry do not differ from comparison
groups, and red-shirts appear to have greater social problems later in their school
careers as well as higher participation in special education programs (Byrd, Weitz-
man, & Auinger, 1997; Graue et al., 1998; Zill et al., 1997). Comparisons of retain-
ees and red-shirts favor red-shirts, who have higher levels of achievement and
lower levels of negative feedback from teachers, but who also come from more ad-
vantaged backgrounds (Graue et al., 1998; Zill et al., 1997).

Concern about results showing no difference is arguable. The growing litera-
ture indicates that intervention has a potentially negative impact on the school ca-
reers of children. This should be a cause for alarm. Choices that lessen the likeli-
hood of a child’s success must be closely scrutinized and halted. Furthermore,
readiness-based interventions appear to have systemic effects on classroom prac-
tice that shape the opportunities available to others. When children are red-shirted,
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placed in transitional programs, or retained, a lower bound is moved in the ecol-
ogy of the classroom (Graue, 1993b; Shepard & Smith, 1986). Children who chal-
lenge teachers’ expectations of who they can teach are shifted to another group
and their needs no longer have to be accommodated. Early kindergarten activities,
such as learning to be part of a large group or learning about colors, can be re-
moved from the kindergarten curriculum because the children who could really
benefit from that content are no longer there. Such activities are removed without
the attending responsibility to educational practice. Development or maturation,
rather than expectations and inclusiveness of curriculum, becomes the causal ele-
ment. This allows the bar to be set a little higher without anyone having to do the
work. This is not, however, working to high standards. Frankly, this is the lazy
way out. This approach blames the child for being outside the narrow ideas of
who can benefit from our efforts. When evidence exists that the most productive
approach is to keep children with their age cohorts and to provide tailored sup-
port for their challenges (Leinhardt, 1980), the increasing social pressure to rein-
state retention policies (Lawton, 1997) and the continued faith in red-shirting is
particularly troubling.

In the 1980s, a clear body of research developed that provided evidence, both
qualitative and quantitative, that argued against the use of retention as an educa-
tional strategy. Nothing empirically credible has been presented since then that
should bring up questions about student promotion policies. However, public and
political concern has arisen about what people see as the failure of social promo-
tion—passing children from grade to grade without assurance that students have
achieved the goals set for the curriculum. Unfortunately, presenting the issue as a
dichotomous choice between social promotion and retention misses the alterna-
tives between these two options. Further work at the policy level needs to focus
on developing options for children who fall between grade levels (i.e., programs
that attend to the deficits identified by school personnel, while also keeping stu-
dents in the appropriate grade cohort). Another challenge is the development of
teacher education content related to readiness interventions. Ideas about readi-
ness are common cultural ideas that are strongly held and kept alive through story-
telling about the success stories of retention or red-shirting. The stigma related to
experiencing these interventions often closes off discussion of their potential prob-
lems if it is not consciously brought up in courses and professional development.
Although the worth of research-based versus experience-based knowledge of
teaching practice could be argued, in the case of retention it seems important that
at the least, teacher education programs should present both sides of the retention
debate to assure that the empirical knowledge on the subject is discussed.

One of the main holes in our knowledge is related to red-shirting. Parents and
educators are passionate about this issue and focus attention on two aspects of
effect—the social and the academic. A broad study that explores both long- and
short-term effects of delayed kindergarten entry on students’ academic achieve-
ment and their social status (teacher ratings of behavior, observations of interac-
tions, and measures of peer status) needs to be conducted. Furthermore, a clear idea
of how the choices of some affect the opportunities of others is necessary. Although
inferential and interpretive knowledge of these ripple effects exists (e.g., teachers
stating that they can now escalate their program because the children who typically
would have needed attention to things such as colors and shapes are elsewhere),
judgments about children as being not ready merely because they are the youngest
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in a kindergarten setting, or timing conception of a child so that he or she does not
have a summer birthday, could be avoided (Graue, 1993a, 1993b).

It is necessary for researchers to explore how systems of expectations and
probabilities for success are set for children because of readiness interventions and
to examine how these interventions could be differentially effective for subgroups
of children. In other words, who benefits from red-shirting and who is harmed?
Some researchers have suggested that the presence of older children who are more
advantaged reduces the probability that typical younger children will be put at
risk by a shift in school standards (Shepard, 1990). The tradeoffs for promoting in-
creased achievement for certain children must be assessed against the contexts
they establish for peers. Finally, a campaign is needed to help the public under-
stand the complex issues in a way that is bound to real educational policy.

Groupings

Groupings are related to the question, Who can we teach? because they operation-
alize ideas about forming instructional contexts. Teachers regularly attempt to
manage student variability through grouping. The basis for forming these groups
is related to how teachers think about the needs of students. Grouping for same-
ness implies a different view of how children learn and how teachers instruct than
does grouping for heterogeneity. Students can be grouped by age or mixed, and
groupings can be developed within or across classes to form subgroups by inter-
est, skill, perceived ability, and so on. In the next section, practices that put chil-
dren into groups that illustrate particular ways of thinking about learning are ex-
amined. I also discuss the research literature about groupings by age or perceived
ability, length of student-teacher relationships, and group size.

Age Groupings Early childhood classrooms are likely to be organized ac-
cording to age levels, with year-long age spans. This school organization strategy
evolved from the efficiency movements of the 19th century and is likely to be
closely related to developmental approaches to teaching that assume that chil-
dren’s growth and learning are patterned and highly correlated with age. From
this perspective, teachers are more likely to develop appropriate activities for chil-
dren of the same age because their needs and interests are apt to be similar. For
advocates of age-structured programming, the developmental needs of children
dictate homogeneous groups, with age being the selection criterion. In addition,
mapping curricula has been most efficiently performed through age grading,
which allows various stakeholders to anticipate and be responsible for content at
various levels. This can be most visibly seen in current standards movements in
education, which set out benchmarks at pivotal points in educational careers.

Age-structured programming is only one option for setting up classrooms.
Other strategies include multigrade organizations in which students from more
than one grade level receive instruction from one teacher in a classroom simulta-
neously. Students retain grade-level assignments and curricula, and the organiza-
tion is typically chosen for administrative reasons (e.g., when there are not enough
students for separate sections of kindergarten and first grade). In contrast, some
schools, using multi-age philosophy, mix ages for expressed educational pur-
poses. In these schools, teachers value heterogeneity in groups over homogeneity
for the additional resources breadth of skills can provide in instructional groups
(Katz, 1992). Multi-aging is done for pedagogical reasons and requires generation
of curriculum across ages (Veenman, 1995). The focus is on teachers addressing the
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developmental needs of the children in their care at one moment in time rather
than on a modal notion of what a 5-year-old needs.

Another dimension, although not a fixed one, is lengthening relationships
among teachers and students. In multi-age programs, lengthening is achieved by
having students stay with teachers for more than the typical 1-year time period
(typically 2-3 years). Another variant is known as looping, in which teachers fol-
low single age groups from one grade to another. The promise of multiyear
teacher-student relationships is related to capitalizing on the knowledge accrued
by teachers and students, which must then be re-created each time students move
to another teacher.

Assessing the efficacy of these organizational structures is quite difficult. The
distinction between multi-age and multigrade is philosophically and pedagog-
ically pivotal, but the labels are murky for many. Furthermore, it is difficult to
discern the treatment in most studies (mixing ages is but one component of the
treatment). The issues addressed in early childhood studies (preschool) and in el-
ementary research are quite different. In early childhood studies, researchers ex-
plore the interactions among children, assessing complexity of language and play
in same-age and mixed-age groups. These studies find that children adapt their
interactions to their context—with younger peers, strategies become less complex,
whereas with older peers they become more so (Katz, Evangelou, & Hartman,
1990). In contrast, elementary studies focus on affective and academic outcomes
in comparisons of mixed-age groups.

Reviews of this research are mixed. According to Veenman's analysis (1995),
there are no or inconsistent differences between multigrade and single-grade and
multi-age and single-age groups. This is interpreted by the author to mean that
there is no support for concern about student achievement in non-age-segregated
programs. Furthermore, exploring grade-level effects, Veenman (1996) found a
small positive effect of multigrade programs, with diminishing effects as students
got older. Focusing on multigrade classes, Mason and Burns (1996) disputed the
no difference finding, asserting that these programs have a small negative effect
on both student achievement and teacher motivation based on a critique of Veen-
man’s explanations for his findings and their own analysis.

The efficacy of longer student-teacher relationships—either through multi-
age grouping or through looping—is largely unassessed. There are no data on the
number of classes/teachers that practice looping (Jacobson, 1997), and the litera-
ture is more likely to be comprised of testimonials and suggestions for implemen-
tation aimed at practitioners than reports of empirical work. A search of the ERIC
database (by both an ERIC information specialist and this author) yielded a num-
ber of articles and books that described the experiences of teachers who employ
looping, rather than presenting evidence of the efficacy of the practice. From the
attention that looping has been given, with articles in Phi Delta Kappan and Educa-
tional Leadership, it is clear that it is a strategy that has captured the imagination of
many educators. Conceptually, why it would be chosen and what values and
practices it tends to endorse are known, but knowledge of its efficacy, or even of
the range of its implementation, is still quite underdeveloped.

More research and more varied types of inquiry are necessary. Mason and
Burns (1996) suggested performing field experiments of affect and achievement,
with random assignment of both teachers and students to treatment conditions. In
addition, the measures of outcomes employed in such studies must be carefully
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contemplated. Most tests are age or grade leveled and, thus, do not match the no-
tions of curriculum generation in multi-age programs. For example, with K-1 stu-
dents, do you use the K or 1 version of a test if the program does not differentiate
children by grade, and what is the appropriate comparison group? We also need
to take a hint from the early childhood studies and gain a better understanding
of what happens in multi-age programs through interpretive research (Mason &
Burns, 1996). These studies need to address not only the nature of the curriculum
developed but also the conditions grouping students of different ages by explor-
ing teacher workload and preparation. Furthermore, other outcomes for students
could enrich our understanding of alternative grouping strategies. For example,
how are issues of “youngness” so prominent in single-age early childhood set-
tings negotiated in multi-age settings? How do outcomes such as retention relate
to the philosophy and practice of multi-aging?

Within-Class Groupings Reviews of ability grouping at the classroom level,
which focus on forming subsets of students according to perceptions about skills or
innate abilities, have found little support for its implementation across age levels of
students studied (Gamoran, 1992; Mosteller, Light, & Sachs, 1996; Slavin, 1987;
Wilkinson, 1988-1989). Grouping students across and within classes has mixed out-
comes, with effects in specific curriculum content areas. Effects in the early grades
are relatively small, and positive effects have been shown in mathematics and sci-
ence (Lou, Abrami, Spence, Poulsen, Chambers, & d’Apollonia, 1996).

A variety of explanations can be asserted for these findings. One explanation
is the selection problem; that is, any time one variable is selected, another is dese-
lected. Although this is an attempt to sort children on some criterion, the outcome
could be a relatively heterogeneous group. The identification of children on one
reading variable might be unrelated to another dimension of reading, which could
have a serious impact on the entire process of learning to read. Because the ability
to measure most educationally relevant characteristics is so faulty, it is little won-
der that our sorting does not produce the desired homogeneity. Another reason
could be the nature of the content. Some forms of content, by their structure,
might need more or less variability to facilitate student achievement. The positive
effects in mathematics and science could be related to our ability to test and sort
in those content areas, or they could be a matter of structure of intellectual con-
tent. It is not known which explanation is most plausible.

Studies of the process of instruction find that higher-ability students receive
richer, more complex instruction (Wilkinson, 1988-1989). It is not surprising then
that studies of outcomes (Lou et al., 1996; Mosteller et al., 1996) found variable ef-
fects by student ability, with higher-ability students benefiting more than moder-
ate or low-ability students. An ethical issue then arises: How can the benefits of
strategies that are differentially effective be assessed? What is the nature of the
treatment that produced advantages for high-ability students: the instruction they
receive, the grouping itself, or an interaction between the two in terms of expec-
tations? Slavin (1987) asserted that the key to the grouping issue is not the group-
ing itself, it is what happens afterward, in the day-to-day life in the classroom. In-
struction leverages change in student knowledge, and thus a solid understanding
of this is necessary if grouping research is to be interpreted (Gamoran, 1987;
Hiebert, 1987).

Our understanding of grouping would be enriched by a diverse array of ap-
proaches to inquiry. Rich interpretive research would allow us to understand the
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process dimension of teaching and learning in grouped settings. High-quality,
randomized, controlled field studies to assess the effects of within-class instruc-
tional groupings across a broad array of students and grade levels would provide
information about outcomes. As this research base is developed, existing practices
need to be compared with the empirical knowledge base. One practice that would
come into question at the kindergarten level would be the development of special
programs for students marked as readiness risks. In some contexts, students are
placed in specially developed programs with more “developmental” curriculum,
sometimes in full-day programs rather than half-day programs. Although the mo-
tivations of these programs have merit—the matching of students with curricu-
lum—they also have other, unintended effects. These programs segregate one
group of children from their same-age peers, setting up a two-tiered system for
our youngest students. Rather than separating children by perceived readiness
levels, it may be more effective to develop more inclusive curriculum within the
kindergarten program and include more targeted instruction within that setting,
or in add-on programming, to focus effort on areas of child challenge (Shepard &
Graue, 1993).

This topic provides a wonderful challenge for teacher educators. The three-
group ability model is such a part of the institutional history of U.S. schooling that
it provides almost an unspoken grammar to most discussions on teaching. One
basic obstacle to teaching outside ability grouping is the lack of alternative mod-
els. Theorization of cognition in psychological approaches to teaching and learn-
ing could help both prospective and in-service teachers rethink their practice.
Teacher educators can contribute much to the potential for change by providing
theoretical and field-based orientations to models of instruction that work from
both homogeneity and heterogeneity.

Class Size

Traditional early childhood researchers believed that working in small groups ad-
vanced development more than working in settings in which there were more chil-
dren per teacher. Early research on class size (Glass, Cahen, Smith, & Filby, 1982) in-
dicated that significant reductions in class size for typical elementary settings (15 or
fewer students) yielded impressive increases in academic achievement as well as
improvement in students’ and teachers’ attitudes, regardless of the level of school-
ing examined. Large-scale field studies on class size for students in kindergarten
through grade 3 in Tennessee maintained this finding (Mosteller, 1995; Mosteller et
al., 1996). Interestingly, most state initiatives for smaller classes are focused on the
early years and in settings with children experiencing significant challenges, typi-
cally those related to poverty. Tennessee and Wisconsin also invested funds in the
reduction of class size. The Wisconsin program, Student Achievement Guarantee
in Education (SAGE), had impressive results in its first year of implementation.
First-graders who participated in the program, which reduced student-teacher ra-
tios to 15:1 for kindergarten and first grade, scored significantly higher on stan-
dardized measures of literacy and mathematics than students in comparison
schools. Classroom observations and interviews with teachers indicated reductions
in discipline problems, more content coverage, and better assessment of individual -
student need (Department of Public Instruction, 1997). These results, considered in
concert with the broader literature on class size, indicated that the investment in
personnel, space, and materials necessary to decrease the number of students per
Q
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teacher might be worth it. Future research should focus on how these results are
produced and should address the optimal class size as well as the number of years
this kind of investment should be undertaken.

The policy and teacher education dimensions of this issue cannot be ignored
if anything is to be determined regarding the advantage of smaller teacher-student
ratios. Policies on class size reduction need to be more involved than throwing an
extra adult into an already crowded classroom. The costs of class size reduction
will probably include classroom space and materials. They will also involve re-
thinking how a teacher interacts with individual students and the class as a whole.
The same practice that is effective in managing a 25-student classroom does not
necessarily make sense when the group size is reduced to 15. To make the most
out of this reduction in ratio, teachers will need to do things in different ways,
maximizing whatever is most potent about this model of teaching.

Summary

Children are put within our pedagogical reach by the parameters set for practice.
The converse is also true—the threshold for our responsibility is determined by
conceptualizing who does not fit our model of the teachable child. This is framed
implicitly by the way that the question, Who can we teach? is answered. The as-
sumptions that are made about children, their needs, and the actions that must be
taken to meet them are inscribed in instructional organization. These assumptions
can be seen in the rules made about when children may enter school and how they
move from grade to grade, the strategies used for grouping, and resources de-
voted to the student-teacher ratio.

Conversations about buried assumptions need to be encouraged, and how
the teaching practice is supported or not supported by existing literature needs to
be examined. Creative approaches to reworking policy need to be considered so
that more children are included in the answer to this first question through edu-
cation, resources, and institutional change.

HOW CAN WE TEACH?

When the second question, How can we teach? is pondered, assumptions about
what children need to grow and learn and how to best facilitate those processes
are being addressed. It is an enactment of philosophy that serves as a framework
for the structures of classroom practice and for the research that works to gener-
ate understandings about classroom practices. In this section I discuss how re-
search on classroom practices is shaped by assumptions made about what matters
and how the literature must be read with that in mind. In addition, the literature
is examined by reading it for patterns.

Research as Rhetorical Argument

Early educators seem to love dichotomies. Programs and individuals are placed
into opposing camps, pitting those who pledge allegiance to one kind against
another. For example, educators speak of developmentally appropriate and devel-
opmentally inappropriate, academic versus social, whole child or basic skills, phon-
ics versus whole language, teacher directed or child centered, and ready children
or ready schools. These labels represent not only programmatic issues and cur-
riculum materials and activities but also passionately held conceptions of what
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children are, what they need, and what our roles should be in their development
and education. Assessing what teachers contribute to children’s lives is less a mat-
ter of comparing one type of teacher with another than of untangling the assump-
tions about learning and development that are embedded in the programs and in
the measures used to depict outcomes. Attempting to answer How we teach? ad-
dresses this complex muddle, looking at how various program types position chil-
dren and teachers philosophically, how these philosophies are enacted, and how
the consequences of placing children in them might be interpreted.

First, it is important to note that these dichotomies are in many ways artifi-
cial. They are oversimplified depictions of the interactions that occur among chil-
dren and the adults who care for them. Rarely are programs pure enactments of a
single philosophy because programs are experienced by people—people who are
complex, contradictory, pragmatic, and political. They do what they need to do
and what they want to do to achieve their ends, both expressed and unconscious.

Second, it is vital to acknowledge that the assessment of program orientations
is driven by the implicit values embedded in their measurement. A cynic might
say that scholars rig the race so that outcomes privileged in a model are used to
judge who wins. It could be argued also that assessment is aligned with the in-
structional frames that are most valued. Whatever the interpretation, it is almost
as important to look carefully at the outcome measure as it is to understand the
treatment. When a researcher argues that practice “x” is better than practice "y,”
it is a good bet that measure “x” will produce a more flattering picture than mea-
sure “y” and that you can predict which was chosen. The entire chain of argument
needs to be examined to understand embedded assumptions, unintended blind
spots, and unspoken alternatives.

Relations Between Research Structure and Philosophy

Discussion of early childhood curriculum breaks down into two camps, the first
endorsing a child-centered approach, typically through play and social activity,
and the other supporting a teacher-directed or academic approach, through direct
instruction on academic skills such as letter and number recognition. This contrast
is not only instructional but also an essentially philosophical debate on what chil-
dren need to learn and develop.

Advocates of child-centered approaches premise classroom practice on de-
velopmental philosophies that suggest that children’s experiences and develop-
mental needs should direct activity. A focus on play-oriented, socially based, inte-
grated approaches is seen as necessary to provide a context for children to develop
the skills needed for learning and the dispositions that make them learners (Katz,
1985). Within this model, adults provide opportunities for students to make
choices from which they learn consequences. It is within these contexts that skills
are developed. Facilitating learning is the role for the teacher, who sometimes sets
up learning situations that involve indirect teaching. Other times he or she uses
more direct instructional approaches, depending on the needs of the content and
the learners involved. This approach has been most thoroughly described by early
childhood experts (Elkind, 1987) and in position statements of early childhood
groups, such as the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) (Bredekamp, 1987; Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).

In contrast, those who advocate direct teaching of specific skills seek to in-
crease instructional interaction time among teachers and students, defined in
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terms of adult-orchestrated activities. Diverse perspectives shape this view from
those who think in terms of increasing time on task (Gersten, Darch, & Gleason,
1988) to those who advocate providing access to basic skills and the culture of
power (Delpit, 1995). The turn toward direct instruction engages teachers in the
transmission of knowledge and skills to students on which they can then build
educational foundations.

The differences between the child-centered and the direct approach to teaching
are related to what forms the best foundation for learning—indirect, child-initiated
activities or direct, teacher-structured lessons. The battle lines (and they are rather
war like) are often drawn as though these ways of teaching are mutually exclu-
sive—that child centered means no direction and teacher directed means no child
initiative.

A growing body of research has attempted to examine the relationship between
program type and student outcomes. Scholars have described the nature of the pro-
grams in terms of types of interactions, student affect, and academic achievement,
attempting to prove which type of program is better for children. This research
has focused primarily on preschool and kindergarten years, with much less atten-
tion paid to the early elementary grades. Although political documents advocat-
ing developmental approaches extend discussion for Years 6 to 8, little work has
been done in grades 1 to 3 to examine the effects of specific differences in initia-
tion to formal schooling.

Examining the research since the late 1970s shows shifting sentiments and
meanings for concepts such as readiness for kindergarten, academics, teacher di-
rection, and child-centered instruction. It seems that society has come to terms with
the idea that kindergarten is no longer a place of pure play and social development
but still struggles with the tension that changing that curricular focus has for chil-
dren. The academic “bootcamp” that was described in the early 1980s seems to
have moderated in most settings, in large part due to the intense and continued
political groundwork by groups such as NAEYC. This shift is important to set the
context for examining the literature on the nature of kindergarten programs.
When child-centered programs are compared with didactic programs, it is diffi-
cult to discern what those labels mean in various eras. A program that is consid-
ered to be child centered at one point in time might easily be seen as teacher di-
rected during another.

One key sign that indicates that the way people look at learning and devel-
opment has been broadened is the addition of a dimension to the concept of de-
velopmental appropriateness. In the first set of guidelines developed by the NAEYC,
two dimensions were suggested: age appropriateness and individual appropri-
ateness. These dimensions portrayed the patterned nature of growth and devel-
opment, while calling attention to the ways that individual children lived those
patterns (Bredekamp, 1987). The revised statement (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997)
broadened this notion of regularity and individuality by bringing attention to the
social and cultural contexts in which children live. By understanding the interre-
lations among these three sources of influence, teachers can generate rich, situated
understandings of children.

In addition, the theoretical foundations for interpreting kindergarten practice
have changed. One of the main changes in theory informing early childhood edu-
cation has been the broadening from perspectives based on Piaget’s theories to
those influenced by the social constructivism most readily identified with Vygot-
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sky. Enactments! of Piaget’s work tended to be more child initiated, with the as-
sumption that individual children reach out to the environment to construct knowl-
edge of the world. This kind of approach developed from the assumption that

Learning and development are separate entities—that development is the domi-
nant process, and that learning follows after it and has little impact on the structure
or maturity of children’s thinking. . . . School learning, in the form of direct teach-
ing of scientific concepts, was assumed to have little determining effect on devel-
opment. . . . In a Piaget-based classroom, teachers de-emphasize conveying knowl-
edge verbally, through didactic instruction. Instead, they provide a rich variety of
activities designed to promote exploration and encourage children to choose freely
among them. . . . Because Piaget’s theory stresses the supremacy of development
over learning, the teacher’s contribution to the process of acquiring new knowl-
edge is reduced relative to the child’s. (Berk & Winsler, 1995, pp. 101-103)

In contrast, sociocultural perspectives such as Vygotsky’s consider learning
and development to be mutually constitutive so that instruction leads develop-
ment. Followers of Piaget’s thinking place the individual in the foreground and
the environment in the background, whereas Vygotskians reverse the emphasis,
highlighting the role of teachers in advancing children’s development:

Vygotsky emphasized that teachers must collaborate with children in joint cogni-
tive activities carefully chosen to fit the child’s level of potential development, thereby
advancing the child’s actual development . . . instead of advocating either discov-
ery learning in its purest form or didactic teaching, the Vygotskian approach to
education is one of assisted discovery. (Berk & Winsler, 1995, pp. 107-108)

The changing conceptions of learning provide a way to look at the research on in-
structional implications of varied strategies for teaching young children.

A first step in looking at this literature is related to the issue of labels. The
studies discussed in the next section signal to the reader the values that re-
searchers have for the teaching practices they are studying. Contrasting the con-
cepts of developmentally appropriate and developmentally inappropriate defi-
nitely telegraphs which pedagogical strategy is preferred. Aligning basic skills
with a context that lacks nurturance and promotes stress signals a perspective that
limits its acceptability in traditional early childhood circles. These are measure-
ment issues as much as they are findings. The search for optimal settings is lim-
ited by the way in which contrasts are framed and processes and outcomes are
measured. The labels are connected to systems of value, which influence the in-
struments used to prove efficacy. Understanding this issue, patterns in the litera-
ture on early school curriculum are readily visible.

In the next sections, research that addresses the question, How can we teach?
with regard to kindergarten scheduling, teacher-directed versus child-centered in-
struction, curriculum organization, and models of child guidance is examined.

IWork enactments are used here because most researchers familiar with Piaget’s work
would call for attention to the complexity of his treatment of the relations between child and
context. As with most uses of theory, it has been rather unidimensional and stereotypical.
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Scheduling

Length of Day Originally, kindergarten was meant to be an introduction to
settings outside the home for the vast majority of children and was primarily a half-
day program focused on play and socialization. Today’s kindergarten is not quite
like that. One of the key issues for kindergarten today is what kind of scheduling
kindergartens should adopt. The issue of length of day is a perfect example of the
complexity of causal elements in early childhood policy research. The question of
whether full-day kindergarten is effective requires considerable dancing among all
the elements of influence: the array of full-day kindergarten types, the goals and
clientele of the program, the curriculum employed, and the standards and measures
used to assess success. There are many types of full-day kindergartens for many
types of children, serving a variety of goals and working toward diverse outcomes.
Whether full-day kindergarten is effective depends on the child and the circum-
stances. A kindergarten program badly run in 2% hours will do even less for chil-
dren in 5-6 hours per day. However, a growing body of research indicates that
good-quality, full-day programs have positive effects for a variety of students.

The first question to consider is how can various kindergarten schedules be
assessed? The simplest, most typical way is to examine student outcomes. From
this perspective, we must compare student achievement. A key concern is deter-
mining what types of achievement. Furthermore, the effects of the achievement in
the short term as well as the long term can be assessed. One of the most compre-
hensive analyses of the achievement—scheduling link was performed by Karweit
(1987) using a best evidence synthesis. Studies of full-day kindergarten were ex-
amined, looking explicitly at the effects along three dimensions: adequacy of
study design, student risk status, and longevity of effects. In this analysis, stu-
dents identified as disadvantaged were most likely to have increased achievement
at the end of their kindergarten year on varied measures of reading, mathematics,
and general achievement. These effects were not maintained beyond the kinder-
garten year. In contrast, groups who were not disadvantaged did not outperform
controls in short- or long-term studies. These general patterns are similar to those
found by Puleo (1988), although he pointed out that achievement differences al-
ways favor full-day programs. Sheehan, Cryan, Weichel, and Bandy (1991) argued
that full-day programs achieved broader and more long-lived effects (through
first grade), with full-day kindergarten students scoring better on standardized
tests than students in half-day programs (or alternate full-day programs). In ad-
dition, full-day kindergarten students were less likely to receive Chapter 1 ser-
vices or to be retained. A subsequent study found that full-day students were
rated more positively on social behaviors on a standardized scale of child behav-
ior (Cryan, Sheehan, Weichel, & Bandy-Hedden, 1992).

One issue that was not explicitly addressed in these syntheses was the various
forms a full-day program could take. A full-day program could be an extended-
day program, which adds additional services onto regular half-day attendance.
This add-on could be targeted instructional time, general enrichment, or a self-
standing program with a particular curriculum related to length of day. It would
be advantageous for subsequent syntheses to address the issue of program type,
along with student characteristics.

A picture of the types of activities and the nature of curriculum generated in
full-day kindergartens is beginning to emerge. This is where the effects literature
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does not tell the whole story and where identifying commitments to early child-
hood philosophy seem to have the most salience. People who oppose full-day
kindergarten suggest that it will rob kindergarten of its special status as a place
that prizes social interaction and play and would irrevocably move toward aca-
demic and structured activity. However, this argument does not appear to hold its
ground. The full-day and half-day programs are more alike than different (Meyer,
1985), and at least one study found a reversal of this expectation—that half-day
programs had children spending a greater proportion of their time in teacher-
directed large-group activity and full-day students spending more of their time in
free play (Cryan et al., 1992).

A key policy issue in this debate is how to think about kindergarten schedul-
ing. Are changes in social structure in which the majority of children have already
had an out-of-home experience, which might require rethinking the role of kinder-
garten, being considered? Can a cost-benefit analysis be done to determine whether
the considerable cost of teacher salary, space, and materials leverages a particular
outcome? Furthermore, what is the desired outcome? There is spirited argument
about this issue, and consensus will be hard to achieve until the questions are
more clearly defined.

Didactic or Child-Centered Methods Who is the leader and who is the fol-
lower in student—teacher interactions? Comparisons of didactic and child-centered
programs are a mixed lot. Results generally favor child-centered approaches, but
patterns that indicate that effects are not unidimensional do exist. One way to un-
derstand the work is to know researchers philosophically. Constructivists (De-
Vries, Reese-Learned, & Morgan, 1991) who compared didactic (Direct Instruction
System for Teaching Arithmetic and Reading [DISTAR]) and child-initiated pro-
grams (constructivist) found that initial academic advantage for didactic program
participants diminished by third grade and that social interactions among chil-
dren were more prominent in the constructivist program. Didactic proponents
compared a direct instruction component (DISTAR) in a more traditionally ori-
ented program for children with disadvantages to a direct instruction program for
children who began the program at grade 1. They found that achievement was
greater for the students who began academically oriented programs earlier (Ger-
sten et al., 1988). Levels of stress for boys and for African American children have
been found to be greater in programs classified as developmentally inappropriate
by researchers working within the model of developmentally appropriate practice
(Burts, Hart, Charlesworth, & Kirk, 1990). Comparison of didactic and child-
centered programs (Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, & Milburn, 1995) differentiated be-
tween the two using scales that associated basic skills and a focus on performance
and evaluation with negative social climate.

Findings in works that compare child-centered and teacher-directed ap-
proaches can be examined in three categories: process, dispositional outcomes,
and skills outcomes. The process findings relate to the types of interactions and ac-
tivities employed in varied programs. Constructivist programs were character-
ized by more social interaction (DeVries et al., 1991), and developmentally appro-
priate or child-centered programs scored higher on measures of implementation
of developmental appropriateness (Burts et al., 1992; Burts et al., 1990; Stipek
et al., 1995), such as more center, group story, and transition activity.

Dispositional outcomes, which are affective outcomes of program configura-
tion, examine the ways that students interact with classroom activity. Comparisons

Q
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have noted that child-centered approaches are less likely to produce children who
exhibit stress and dependency (Burts et al., 1992; Burts et al., 1990; Stipek et al,,
1995) and are more likely to produce children who are more confident about their
abilities, have higher expectations for their success, enjoy school more, and are
more proud of their accomplishments. However, these findings are not universal.
When Goldenberg (1994) compared programs on the affective dispositions of self-
confidence, motivation, and enjoyment, he found no differences among classes
using small books at home and in school, standard kindergarten classes, and
highly structured academic kindergartens. These dispositional categorizations are
important; they help us to understand how we produce students in classrooms.

However, the cultural loadings within these labels must not be ignored. For
example, Stipek et al. (1995) interpreted children waiting for permission to begin
a task or approval upon completion as being dependent on adults. This is one pos-
sible characterization, but another would be that these are children who have
learned not to be impulsive in their actions and to wait for instructions so that
they can do what is expected of them. For children who are not part of the domi-
nant cultural practices of American elementary schools—cultural practices that
have been described as mirroring the values of Caucasian, middle-class families
(Delpit, 1995; Lareau, 1989)—interpretation of their place in the power structure is
critical to school success. Therefore, in addition to describing the dispositions en-
acted by children in various classroom configurations, it is vital to consider diver-
gent interpretations of behavior, including those of teachers and children.

This discussion is not to point to weaknesses in good research. Instead, it is to
heighten attention to the importance of meaning in research with children (Graue &
Walsh, 1998). If the territory of affect and interpretation (making sense of the mean-
ing of a child’s actions) is to be considered, it is vital to go beyond our own sense of
activity. One of the gifts left by Piaget is the conception that children see the world
differently than adults. Adding in the complexity of cultural difference requires us
to situate our readings within emic understandings of the way the world works.
The indirect teaching that is so much a part of privileged early childhood practice
is linked to cultural patterns related to race and socioeconomic status (SES) (Heath,
1983; Lareau, 1989). It is important to understand that the interpretations of prac-
tices made by relevant participants cannot be made in a one-size-fits-all manner.
There are multiple ways of being a good teacher, just as there are multiple ways that
children can have positive, albeit different, kindergarten experiences.

For example, Delpit (1995) explained that student descriptions of what to
white liberals would be a “mean” teacher are actually to some an indication of
pride about the teacher’s methods. What many people would see as develop-
mentally inappropriate or harsh is, in the eye of the beholder, a matter of tradition
and power. Pertaining to this, Delpit stated:

I'suggest that although all “explicit” black teachers are not also good teachers, there
are different attitudes in different cultural groups about what characteristics make
for a good teacher. Thus, it is impossible to create a model for the good teacher
without taking issues of culture and community context into account. (p. 37)

The outcome-program type relationship appears multidimensional, with
child-focused programs facilitating greater growth in some areas than others
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when compared with more didactic approaches. Didactic approaches have been
linked with higher performance on measures of letters/reading achievement than
traditional child-centered programs (Goldenberg, 1994; Stipek et al., 1995), and
there are mixed results related to mathematics (Gersten et al, 1988; Rawl & O’ Tuel,
1982; Stipek et al., 1995). However, the explanations for differential effects reflect
the perspectives of the interpreters so that there are a variety of ways to look at
outcomes. From a content-oriented or psychological perspective, the differential
findings are related to the nature of the curriculum content. Stipek et al. (1995) sur-
mised that the advantages provided by didactic instruction in reading skills are re-
lated to the amenability of acquisition through memorization of skills such as let-
ter recognition. In contrast, other types of literacy or mathematics skills require
more than memorization and would benefit from broader instruction than is pro-
vided in narrow didactic programs.

A cultural or power critique provides a different interpretation. Goldenberg’s
(1994) finding that academic programs produced higher-achieving students in
every area except recognition of letter names and sounds and oral language skills
situated explanations outside the structure of content. Rather than discipline re-
lated, the differences are generated by differences in power. He suggested that in-
direct methods can leave significant numbers of children without access to the
tools of literacy. For some members of ethnic minority groups, this is very much a
matter of power. His discussion is provocative:

Although I am not necessarily making a case for academic kindergartens, I am
suggesting that the current, mainstream revulsion at teaching academic skills to 5-
year-olds merits reexamination, particularly when there is evidence that children
can benefit from such learning while suffering no adverse side effects. A lot de-
pends on the teaching and the context in which academic learning is expected to
take place. The last words go to one of the two teachers in the academic kinder-
gartens, who confounded some of my most cherished assumptions about early lit-
eracy development:

"Teachers think these kids are so deprived we need to let them play all day here.
That really makes me mad because I came from a background like this. [Teachers
make assumptions about children’s backgrounds] to allow letting kids play all
day rather than taking responsibility for teaching them what they need to know
so they can be academically successful. These kids can learn, but they have to be
taught. If more teachers realized this and did what they were supposed to do,
more of these kids would go to college.” (Goldenberg, 1994, p. 185)

From yet another perspective, these differences are related to the measures
used to depict achievement. Standardized measures of young children’s learning
have used simplified content to reduce the psychometric complexity of the testing
task. Most measures reflected readiness conceptions of early literacy that predate
the infusion of more context-oriented and socially oriented approaches (Stallman
& Pearson, 1990). The outcomes portrayed in many standardized instruments used
with young children favor programs that teach skills that can be measured with
simple items (e.g., letter recognition, word identification). Skills requiring more
complex treatment, such as inferences from stories or generating text as an author,
are not captured. Therefore, the advantage of one program type over another is re-

O  to what content is used in the measures that assess the advantage.
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There is no final answer in the child-centered, teacher-directed conversation.
The results are mixed, depending on the orientation of the researcher who does
the work, the focus of the study, and the measures used. Balance between the two
poles of activity is probably more of the norm than work at either end and seems
sensible given the state of our knowledge.

The Shape of Curriculum Content Another way to think about curriculum
and instruction for young children is according to organizing principles. How is
curriculum framed, and what shape does it take within this framing? What cate-
gories are used to build and read curriculum, and how does this set up relation-
ships between the child and activity? Kindergarten is a pivotal transition point for
these questions as it represents a change in the way that people think about cur-
riculum as children are placed into elementary contexts.

One way of organizing curriculum is by the area of development targeted for
instruction. Many programs generate curriculum within categories, such as lan-
guage development, fine motor skills, and social skills. From this model, activities
are developed that target particular areas of growth. This is a typical way of cate-
gorizing work in early education settings and illustrates the notion that children
are complex beings with dimensions of development that can be addressed ex-
plicitly by instructional activities. In contrast, we can think in terms of disciplines
or content perspectives. A typical way of segmenting the schedule and activities
in elementary schools, this model frames work in terms of literacy (reading, lan-
guage arts), mathematics, social studies, and so on. Thinking about these content
areas takes on a variety of forms, from separate times and activities for content
areas (with coverage typically uneven, focused mostly on literacy) to various
ways of connecting the content areas through thematic work.

The locus of curriculum is also varied. Curriculum can be generated from de-
velopmental notions of how skills are grown within children, it can be framed
from themes seen as appropriate for a given age/grade, or it can be formed from
the interests and experiences of a given group of children. Given this array of
choices, what kinds of curriculum organization will facilitate the transition of stu-
dents into elementary school?

A strong value in the early childhood community is that curriculum should be
1) multifaceted, to increase the likelihood that diverse students will find connec-
tions to it; 2) integrated, because content categories are artificial constructions of
adults; and 3) close to child interests, so that it is relevant. The literature is in-
creasingly rich in its resources to teachers interested in teaching within this model;
the resources range from theoretical to practitioner reports of integrated projects
(Bredekamp & Rosegrant, 1995; Fogarty, 1993; Katz & Chard, 1989; Seely, 1995).
This literature is interesting in that it is primarily inferential in nature—it origi-
nates from particular ways of thinking about how children grow and develop. The
vast majority of work delineates theoretical and philosophical foundations for cur-
riculum integration or provides models for implementing it. Missing are empirical
assessments of the process or products of this way of working with children. The
theoretical assertions, though inferential, are well grounded. They develop from
diverse schools of thought on how knowledge and expertise evolved. However, it
is surprising how little we know about the implementation of integration.

One issue is how the various forms of curriculum organization would be
evaluated. Can a horse race of content-segregated versus developmentally de-
signed versus integrated approaches be set up to see which gets farther faster?
O 1d the ease with which each approach is developed or implemented be as-
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sessed? A multifaceted approach to evaluating forms of curriculum is necessary to
understand the various ways of organizing instructional activities for young chil-
dren. The process of instruction under different models—what kinds of knowl-
edge are generated, what types of relations are fostered, and what connections are
made to activities such as assessment—needs to be known. Evaluating how as-
sessment formats frame what can be known about student learning in various cur-
riculum formats is very important. With the current focus on standards and
benchmarks, student-initiated, integrated curriculum is often threatened because
the measures used to assess achievement of standards are mapped in a unilinear
way. The basic values and structures of intellectual content are seen as different in
various models of curriculum, and whether the measures need to vary as well
needs to be decided.

Research- and practice-oriented inquiry should also address short- and long-
term outcomes of curriculum models, in terms of academic achievement, intellec-
tual dispositions, and interpersonal relationships. How the conditions of teaching
constrain or facilitate models of teaching needs further exploration, and it is not
enough to find which is most efficient. This knowledge must be weighed against
the findings in the other areas to assess the costs and benefits of structuring pro-
grams in various ways.

In many universities, teacher education is structured to support segregated
notions of curriculum content. Methods courses are taught within subject areas
such as language arts, mathematics, and science. Thinking and working outside
those boundaries is not facilitated by this structure, and curriculum integration is
seen as diminishing attention to the content of the course. Structural changes will
be required if attention is to be focused on curriculum integration, at the least, col-
laborating activities among methods courses. At the same time, concerns for the
structure of disciplinary content need to be addressed to ensure that prospective
teachers have adequate grounding in the discipline they are teaching, regardless
of the structure of the curriculum they choose.

Guiding Children’s Activity
The idea of managing a classroom is often at the top of the educational agenda. For
novice teachers, it is one of their greatest concerns; for the public, it is seen as a
barometer of educational adequacy; and for researchers, it is a perennial focus of in-
quiry. We worry a lot about losing control of classrooms; therefore, it is important to
pay attention to what research tells us about how to get the best out of children in
all domains. This issue is at the heart of the question, How can we teach? because for
many people, it is seen as a prerequisite to teaching. Whether this work is seen as
classroom management, child guidance, or school socialization, it is clear that chil-
dren do not learn in chaos. How to avoid chaos, or even wasted time for children, is
the focus of work on child guidance. This brief overview of the topic explores three
different frameworks for understanding classroom behavior and its management.
These frameworks are typically presented by three different groups of scholars, but
increasingly they are borrowing each other’s logic to frame integrative views.
Curriculum-Focused Classroom Management This genre of research has
turned the focus away from what teachers do as they keep control to what teach-
ers do within instructional practices to engage students at the highest level for the
largest proportion of time. A review by Evertson and Harris summarized the lit-
erature in this way:
Q
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Teachers who are effective managers: use time as effectively as possible; imple-
ment group strategies with high levels of involvement and low levels of misbe-
havior; choose lesson formats and academic tasks conducive to high student en-
gagement; communicate clearly rules of participation; prevent problems by
implementing a system at the beginning of the school year. (1992, p. 76)

These authors pointed to the idea that management is a matter of providing
educationally rich contexts for learning that engage children in consistently pro-
ductive activity. These activities are without the cracks that trap students in down-
time that leads to troublesome interactions. They also frame expectations in ways
that are clear and shared by all involved. This kind of guidance is not brought off
the shelf as an add-on to a program. In fact, although programs such as Assertive
Discipline or Teacher Effectiveness Training provide generic strategies for dealing
with infractions, they are not capable of integrating the complex terrain of class-
room interactions that are the core of teacher-student relationships (Emmer &
Aussiker, 1990) and classroom management. In addition, from this perspective,
self-standing courses on classroom management within teacher education courses
would make no sense. It would be like having a course on using a pencil when
what you wanted to teach was writing. Constructing content that captures all stu-
dents is intellectually focused rather than management focused.

Engagement is not a one-size-fits all concept. What is engaging to one student
will be irritating to another. Teaching will need to move beyond planning guidance
with a generic student who fits the profile of a particular age or grade. Generating
authentically engaging activities that will maximize student involvement and not
waste time will require teachers to get to know their students and to find out what
interests them and how to leverage growth for them in that context. This is a much
more personal connection between teacher and student, one that melds the need
for good rules and routines with diagnosing needs and tailoring instruction.

Developmental Perspectives on Child Guidance The early childhood commu-
nity has favored perspectives on classroom management that use developmental
explanations for management strategies—the general patterns in child growth
and development that can be used to understand the reasoning and interactions
of young children. For example, Hyson and Christiansen (1997) framed the dis-
cussion of developmentally appropriate guidance in terms of the knowledge base
related to early emotional development, motivation, and sociomoral understand-
ing and prosocial development. Using these conceptions of children’s develop-
ment, a framework for facilitating their actions can be inferred. The constraints
and possibilities for child reasoning and responsibility for behavior imply that
“guidance strategies should foster self-regulation, self-efficacy and self-respect,
emotional understanding, and sociocultural competence” (Hyson & Christiansen,
1997, p. 307). Specifically, this would involve 1) creating a secure emotional envi-
ronment; 2) helping children understand feelings; 3) modeling genuine, appropri-
ate emotional responses; 4) supporting children’s emotional regulation; 5) identi-
fying and respecting children’s emotional styles; and 6) uniting learning and
positive emotions (Hyson & Christiansen, 1997).

One of the most interesting aspects of Hyson and Christiansen’s (1997) dis-
cussion is their acknowledgment that models for guiding children’s actions are re-
lated to general philosophical positions on education. Understanding the consis-
tencies or gaps between guidance and other forms of teacher action is key to
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understanding how a program works as a unit or, conversely, how it might work
to adapt to the needs of individual children. In addition, Hyson and Christiansen
(1997) noted that guidance is by its nature a cultural phenomenon, shaped by the
values and practices of teachers and students. Creating a cultural context that
bridges disparate views of how adults and children should act would be one of
the first building blocks of developmentally appropriate guidance. This is more
than making children learn the teacher’s rules; it is dialogic, requiring the devel-
opment of in-depth understanding of both individual children and their cultur-
ally shaped patterns of interaction.

Cultural Perspectives on Guidance A third way to examine the issue of child
guidance in classrooms is to look at it as a cultural practice—one that is shaped by
communication traditions, cultural values, social pressures, political power, and
so on. This perspective has been used in a variety of ways as educators and re-
searchers have attempted to understand the interactions of increasingly diverse
dyads of teachers and students (Erickson, 1993). It has played out in sociolinguis-
tic explanations of cultural differences, focusing on communication strategies
(Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Mehan, 1982) and labor market explanations, which
argue that perceived constraints on student success narrow the expectations of
students of color (Ogbu, 1978). Much of this work has focused on how to use cul-
tural patterns of students for the development of culturally relevant teaching. This
chapter focuses on the importance of the cultural meanings that teachers generate
for students’ actions and behavior. Because guidance of students’ actions in the
classroom is highly dependent on teachers’ judgments about what children are
doing, this is a pivotal issue.

Cultural interpretation is not easy. We tend to use our own explanations to
understand the actions of others. With children, it is especially difficult because
developmental issues come into play. Early childhood educators are often attuned
to the developmental aspect of interpretation. We have learned that children’s
thinking is different from our own as adults. However, thinking across cultural
borders, that is, unpacking how our interpretations put children in the center or
in the margins in ways that have nothing to do with their actions, has been more
difficult for us to learn. Expectations for meaning tend to put children of color,
particularly boys, on the edge of disciplinary action, even when they are “doing”
approximately the same thing as their Caucasian and usually male peers. Some
children are given organic interpretations for their perceived pathology, whereas
others’ problems are interpreted as the results of living in a culturally deprived
setting. For example, some children are seen as developmentally immature and
would benefit from an additional year in a home or preschool environment. Their
readiness problems are viewed as biological and amenable to more time for de-
velopment. These children tend to be Caucasian and middle class. In contrast,
other children are seen to have readiness problems that are the result of inade-
quate socialization or preparation for school. For these children, school entry is
the answer, the idea being to push them along until they fail enough to qualify for
special services. This group tends to be living in poverty and tends to be members
of a racial/ethnic minority group. What is troubling about these differences is that
they appear to be systemic, working to disadvantage groups of children in pat-
terned ways that go beyond the correlational (Wilcox, 1982).

The moral of the story of cultural interpretations for child guidance is that
adults (often from a culture different from their students) must learn to under-
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nonadult perspective. Ladson-Billings (1994) suggested the relations that might
facilitate this kind of relationship between teachers and students in her analysis of
successful teachers of African American students. Although she does not address
management particularly, her focus on humane equity, connectedness with all stu-
dents, the development of community, and high expectations shows how teachers
must reach outside themselves to understand the nature of student action both in
and out of school.

How can these three ways of viewing child guidance be used to set out a plan
for research, policy, and teacher action? It is clear that no package of strategies will
work to put perfect behavior in place in every classroom context. An off-the-shelf
system cannot be developed or bought to help maintain classroom harmony. More
examples of good practice that work to the potential rather than the detriment of
all children are needed. There are probably multiple ways that teachers can meet
the needs of children, using one or all of the models described previously. How
are they enacted in the day-to-day interactions of teachers who are successful with
diverse groups of students? Do certain models of child guidance benefit some
groups more than others?

More needs to be understood about the professional development strategies
that allow educators to see across cultures or developmental levels, and the long-
term implications of helping children to become members of an educational com-
munity, while respecting what they bring to that community, also need to be un-
derstood. Assimilation, where all children will end up looking or acting the same,
is not the desired end result. Instead, transformation that will build on the best of
what children bring with them to the classroom, while helping them to develop
the skills needed to be viable members of settings that have particular expecta-
tions, needs to be the prerogative.

Summary

When the question, How can we teach? is discussed, particular assumptions about
development and learning and what teachers need to do within those assump-
tions are made. These ideas can be read in the ways that researchers approach
their inquiry and must be understood if the evidence for various approaches to
teaching is going to be sorted out. Situating findings within perspectives allows
us to understand the responsibilities that reside within choices of teaching strate-
gies and structures.

WHAT CAN WE TEACH?

The question, What can we teach? is the foundation for numerous books, courses,
workshops, and curriculum arguments. It is the fodder of lesson plans, textbook
development, and program evaluation. It is the most concrete question that is de-
rivative of the other two questions posed in this chapter. What is taught is related
foundationally to who is being taught and how they are being taught. When dis-
cussing what is going to be taught, we wrestle with the nature of curriculum con-
tent and its related elements in teaching. In this section I explore the kindergarten
content and the knowledge that should be used to construct content.

Curriculum Content

The notion of curriculum content for kindergarten has been the subject of much
O terelated to the purposes of kindergarten. This in turn is related to the social
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and political context in which kindergarten has existed (Walsh, 1989). When kin-
dergarten was seen as the place to get ready for the rigors of real education and as
a place of transition from home to school, the focus was much more on the social
aspects of developing children. From this perspective, the main purpose was to
become part of the school and the secondary purpose was to build the basic skills
that would allow children to succeed in the academic activities with which they
are confronted in first grade and beyond.

However, somewhere along the line the world changed. Children entered ed-
ucational institutions in the preschool years rather than in kindergarten, giving
many of them a start on their learning to be students. Changing conceptions of
early learning made us aware of the potential for additional academic learning in
the pre-elementary years. This learning could be achieved by giving a head start
to children with developmental delays, by working to bridge the gap between
children whose culture is not represented in most schools, and by helping those
children who are already in the mainstream to reach an even higher academic
level. Kindergarten teachers, finding that their students were entering school with
knowledge of the basic concepts, such as shapes and colors, were able to move to
more “advanced” material sooner (Graue, 1993b).

How do we think about the content of the kindergarten curriculum in a con-
text in which its focus, constituency, and ethos are changing? This is not only an
educational question, but also a question with political, social, and cultural di-
mensions. How do we think about curriculum so that it is inclusive of all children,
not just those who are easy to teach or who fit our models of success?

As mentioned previously, the discussion is often enacted in terms of teacher-
directed versus child-centered approaches. In Karweit’s (1994) review of research
on kindergarten curriculum, this discussion is represented by the phonics versus
whole language debate, illustrating the power that literacy has in the tug-of-war
over kindergarten curriculum—it is clearly seen as a prime focus of early school-
ing, given its correlates with later success. But before going down that road, it is
important to think about what it means to take that focus for granted. Literacy can
be conceptualized as a relatively narrow domain of academic inquiry and educa-
tional practice (as in reading), or it can be viewed as an encompassing way of
being that involves all forms of communication (including mathematical, scien-
tific, and artistic forms). The second view is not universally held, so if we think of
literacy as the development of written and oral communication, we might jump to
the conclusion that literacy is what kindergarten is about if we want children to
make a good transition into multiple forms of content and knowledge.

What is gained or missed by choosing literacy as the goal of kindergarten,
particularly if it is chosen by default, needs to be carefully contemplated. Where
do we place mathematics, social studies, science, or the arts, and what does it
mean that these disciplines are grouped together? Where do we negotiate a place
for the social, emotional, and physical aspects of child growth and development?
I address this problem by calling attention to the difficulty of organizing a way to
think about the curriculum that is inclusive and politically savvy enough to gar-
ner support from all quarters. The only way to do this is to stay within a general
discussion, with brief forays into specific content areas.

There are some general patterns in the work on curriculum content. The first
pattern is that there is very limited knowledge about the efficacy of specific curricu-
lar packages. It can be surmised that this is partly due to the focus on generating cur-
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riculum within children’s experiences, rather than depending on externally devel-
oped programs of activities. One analysis reviewed an array of kindergarten cur-
riculum programs that ranged in intensity, focus, and cost. In a summary of this
work, Karweit (1994) presented four examples with evidence of their effectiveness:
Kindergarten Integrated Thematic Experiences (KITE), Early Prevention of School
Failure (EPSF), Writing to Read (WTR), and Story Telling and Retelling (STAR). Kar-
weit (1994) noted positive effect sizes for KITE, WTR, and STAR, as well as diversity
in the approaches these programs represent, from thematic instruction paired with
systematic introduction to letter-sound correspondence to interactive story reading.
She also noted the paucity of evidence for most curriculum packages and urged de-
velopers to put energy into research to support the use of various programs.

Although a broad knowledge base for kindergarten curriculum has not de-
veloped, there is an increasingly rich foundation of work that maps the terrain of
children’s learning within specific content areas (e.g., literacy: Adams, 1990; Bis-
sex, 1980; Clay, 1979; Dyson, 1989; Mason & Sinha, 1993; math: Baroody, 1993;
Ginsburg & Baron, 1993; Hiebert & Carpenter, 1992). This work has looked care-
fully at the regularities that exist in children’s learning as well as the specific con-
textual supports that foster that learning. Interpretations of this research suggest
instructional approaches that will provide conceptually congruent activities to
foster development. For example, the standards for practice suggested by the Na-
tional Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) were generated from research
on learning, as well as implied from the philosophical frameworks of construc-
tivism (NCTM, 1989). Work on whole language learning originated from Vygot-
skian inquiry on literacy and research on the development of literacy practice and
skills acquisition.

As theories and practices have become increasingly diverse, the polarization
among groups advocating for approaches and philosophies has intensified. In-
quiry into approaches to teaching has mirrored this trend with researchers, policy
makers, and practitioners evaluating research within standards that match their
own perspectives, while discounting those with different assumptions (e.g., see
exchanges related to literacy approaches, McGee & Lormax, 1990; Schickedanz,
1990; Stahl, 1990; Stahl & Miller, 1989). Parsimony is hard to come by in such a set-
ting and is increasingly less sought. Again, our inquiry has been shaped by the
assumptions and implicit theories we have for children and their lives, which
have left imprints in the outcomes of this research.

Careful readings find a few patterns across content areas and between poles
of argument. For example, patterns are much less pronounced. than one would
think. There are regularities across large numbers of children in terms of the gen-
eral ways they learn, and knowing about these regularities makes teaching much
stronger. For example, the patterned nature of learning to write provides a help-
ful roadmap to teachers as they think about ways to structure experiences so that
development continues for children beginning to express themselves on paper. It
is hard to help children work on the leading edge of development if one does not
know what that edge is or how to find it. However, the means and manners of
learning are not enacted in the same fashion by all children. The diversity of chil-
dren in virtually any dimension chosen by researchers (age, SES, ethnic group
membership, temperament, adult construction) produces different results in re-
sponse to different instructional approaches. There is not a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach in any content area. Children vary and, therefore, so do the instructional
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approaches that facilitate their learning. The locus of the differences could be seen
as attributable to the researcher who is doing the analysis. For some, the focus is
developmental, coming out of patterned unfolding of skills that dictate specific in-
teractions at various points; for others, it is related to individual learning styles or
temperaments. For still others, it is related to cultural and social practices that
shape what resources individuals have for interaction.

Within this pattern of diversity among students is a parallel focus on diverse
instruction—moving from the ends of instructional perspectives toward blended
approaches. Teachers neither drill and kill nor let students sink or swim. Instead,
they attend closely to children’s emerging development, providing activities that
embed developmental tasks within contexts connected to real-life experiences. Ac-
tive intervention that is focused on needs that are established through the careful
collection of evidence provides children with instructional contexts that challenge
their potential. An example of this approach can be seen in Cognitively Guided In-
struction (CGI), developed by mathematics educators at the University of Wis-
consin. In this program, students learn the strategies of mathematics through self-
generated problems that are carefully assessed and extended by teachers who
know the generalized patterns in mathematical content learning (Carpenter, Fen-
nema, Peterson, Chiang, & Loef, 1989).

Knowledge Bases for Strong Curriculum Content Three related dimensions of
knowledge/ practice come to the forefront when considering ways of teaching
that use contemporary conceptions of curriculum content: knowledge of develop-
ment, knowledge of goals, and knowledge of students. Curriculum content that is
inclusive has within it awareness of regularities in patterns of learning, a goal in
mind for instructional interactions, and ways of assessing children’s knowledge
and experience relative to these goals. These three patterns are interwoven and
must be considered foundational aspects of content.

Knowledge of Development Knowledge of the generally expected patterns of
development in content domains—from literacy to social development and from
numeracy to artistic expression—provides a concrete way to orient decision mak-
ing when constructing curriculum. Understanding what to expect next helps
teachers to support students in making the connections necessary to advance. But
this knowledge must be used to challenge children, not hold them back. Thinking
developmentally, when done from a deficit model, can be a straightjacket rather
than a productive tool. When teachers have inflexible expectations for age-level
competencies, this can translate into judgments of inadequacy for children who
do not fit the model. This can be paired with lower expectations for children
below age expectancies, resulting in less challenging instruction that produces less
complex learning. Developmental patterns are complex and are increasingly ac-
knowledged as being related to cultural resources in a given setting. The key is to
use this knowledge to enhance a child’s potential rather than as a rationale for de-
termining failure.

Knowledge of generalized patterns of development should never inhibit learn-
ing; consequently, it needs to be paired with an acknowledgment of its fallibility
and bias toward particular ways of looking at the world. The use of developmen-
tal knowledge must recognize the ways in which it is doubly situated in cultural
contexts. On the one hand, its generation is culturally determined within particu-
lar groups and resources by researchers with particular cultural interpretations.
On the other hand, within individuals, the portrayal of developmental status is
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culturally located as well, developed by children within cultural contexts and also
used by teachers within cultural contexts. That makes judgments about develop-
ment more complex, more interpretive, and more requisite of responsibility on the
part of professionals. This skepticism does not mean that developmental knowl-
edge is not useful; it means that it must be used wisely. The early childhood com-
munity (at least the part represented by NAEYC) has invested a great deal of faith
in developmentally guided practice, and researchers need to examine the out-
comes and process of using this knowledge to enhance learning and teaching. It
also needs to extend beyond correlational work that examines the relationship
among courses in child development and indices of developmentally appropriate
practice. It is necessary to explore 1) how knowledge of development is portrayed
in teacher preparation programs and in professional experience, 2) how it is used
in decision making, and 3) what student outcomes it produces (and for whom).

Standards for Learning The second dimension of knowledge pertains to
goals for students—standards for learning developed by communities that repre-
sent aspirations for child learning. Standards and benchmarks are highly touted
in today’s political rhetoric in education, framed variously for accountability pur-
poses and goals that raise expectations for all students. Their potential benefits are
related to their ability to guide action. But they have potential downsides as well.
Bredekamp and Rosegrant pointed to these possibilities and pitfalls:

[Standards of learning] can serve as a beacon to direct curriculum development in
general. At their best standards are visionary, compelling the field to follow to-
ward shared, lofty goals. At the local level, standards can serve almost as flash-
lights, focusing the direction of teachers and children in classrooms, helping them
figure out where they are in relation to where they want to go. . . . [Plotential neg-
ative effects of national standards include the threat to both integrated curriculum
and emergent curriculum, the risk of expectations becoming standardized with-
out regard for individual and cultural differences, and the danger of establishing
inappropriate performance standards. (1995, pp. 8, 11)

For standards to benefit young children, it is necessary to pay close attention
to three forms of standards. Development of these three types is uneven, particu-
larly for the education of young children. The first, standards for the resources
needed to attain our goals, also called “opportunity to learn,” recognizes that con-
texts must be set for adequate teaching and learning to occur. Not only does op-
portunity to learn address a teaching context that must be in place to facilitate
learning, but it also focuses on the need for material resources of all kinds. In the
early years, these resources might include adequate health and nutrition, appro-
priate compensation and professional development for educators, and relevant
programming for children. The second type of standard is most closely related to
the content itself—the stated goals for learning and teaching. These goals must be
stated in ways that are specific but inclusive, to guide action without reducing
teaching activity to the level of a cookbook. The third type of standard addresses
the levels of proficiency chosen to indicate attainment of goals (performance).

To maximize successful transitions, the opportunity to learn standards may
be the most important because they will include attention to issues of develop-
mental appropriateness and the dynamic nature of curriculum generation for our
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youngest learners. Overall, our use of standards needs to be multidimensional,
recognizing that there is not a single notion of appropriate curriculum and learn-
ing, with multiple benchmarks to ensure attention to all levels of student devel-
opment (McLaughlin & Shepard, 1995).

Standards are different from curriculum. Standards are endpoints, or goals that
we have for the intense work of teaching. The way we achieve those goals in cur-
riculum—the interactions that we use to promote learning—do not correspond one-
to-one to the goals. The means of education are much more complex, multifaceted,
and generative. When we simplify one to the other, we lose all that most early child-
hood educators value about the field: attention to the local, child-centered dimen-
sions that make teaching relevant to the lives of those being taught. The problems
of high-stakes assessment-based reform—where standards inform curriculum too
heavily, thereby turning testing into teaching—should be carefully guarded against.
The challenge is to find out how exactly to use standards as a way to guide action
without determining it. One suggestion might be to involve relevant stakeholders
in the development of standards, including professionals in the classroom.

Assessment as a Way of Knowing The third type of knowledge is the bridge
between the expectations for child development and the goals for child learning—
that aspect of curriculum that provides direction for teacher action, in other words,
assessment. In approaches to learning and development that take children’s lived
experiences and developmental status as foundational, teacher knowledge of cer-
tain children at various times in specific contexts is vital. One does not teach
generic children. Instead, good teaching is linked to knowledge derived from as-
sessed information about each child’s status and strategies across time. Assessing
beyond performance or status by looking at ways that children learn and interact
provides a much richer portrait of a child than just identifying his or her level(s)
of skill (Lunt, 1993). It also requires a different model for assessment than is typi-
cally enacted in research, policy, or practice (see Chapter 3).

Attention to assessment issues has been important in the early childhood com-
munity because of past and continuing misuse of tests in the education of young
children. I do not discuss the ground that has been covered by others (e.g., Meisels,
1987; Shepard, 1994; Shepard & Graue, 1993). The focus on assessment has been
enriched by emerging knowledge about how children grow and develop during
this period. Sameroff and McDonough pointed to the links between knowledge of
children and their success in school:

Understanding the nature of the 5- to 7-year shift is a major prerequisite if educa-
tors are to help children make a successful transition into the elementary school.
The timing and quality of this shift is influenced by characteristics of the child, the
home environment, the cultural context, and previous experiences with group
learning. When the resulting heterogeneity of children’s characteristics and capac-
ities is met by a uniformity of teacher expectations and behavior, many children
become cognitive and social casualties. If we wish to change these outcomes, then
the elementary school must become much more attuned to the individuality that
each child brings to the classroom. (1994, p. 193)

To perform the kind of work suggested by Sameroff and McDonough (1994),
assessment is a key factor. My discussion of assessment will, of necessity, be brief.
Q
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It focuses on guidelines that have been developed by researchers interested in the
testing of young children and makes suggestions about goals for assessment that
will maximize the success of children moving from informal to formal educational
environments.

For those outside the measurement community, assessment or testing is a rel-
atively simple task; it is a tool for getting information. But like any tool, its utility
is very much related to the job. Attending to the jobs that assessment does, Shep-
ard (1994) provided principles for early childhood assessment that highlight re-
sponsible assessment practices with young children. Three uses of assessment
comprise this model: instructional practice (including home-school communica-
tion), identification of special needs, and program evaluation.

¢ Testing of young children should not occur unless it can be shown to lead to
beneficial results.

¢ Methods of assessment, especially the language used, must be appropriate to
the development and experiences of young children.

* Features of assessment—content, form, evidence of validity, and standards for
interpretation—must be tailored to the specific purposes of assessment.

¢ Identification of children for special education is a legitimate purpose for as-
sessment and still requires the use of curriculum-free, aptitude-like measures
and normative comparisons. However, because disabling conditions are rare,
the diagnostic model used by special education professionals should not be
generalized to a larger population of below-average learners.

* For both instructional and public policy-making purposes, the content of as-
sessments should embody the important dimensions of early learning and de-
velopment. The tasks and skills children are asked to perform should reflect
and model progress toward important learning goals.

Using these principles, assessment is a task that is undertaken to enrich
teacher-student interactions and child learning in ways that are shaped by the
local setting. Assessment is authentic in that it is linked to actual curriculum con-
tent and the relationships developed between teachers and students. In the past,
much assessment has been in the form of anecdotal observations of student activ-
ity over time or through the use of a variety of off-the-shelf tests that describe
readiness for instruction or achievement. Because these forms lacked a systematic
connection to experience in the classroom, they were not able to be authentic. New
forms of assessment work to enlarge the role of the teacher in assessment prac-
tices, heightening the utility of information derived from instructional interactions
for decision making (Grace & Shores, 1991; Hills, 1992; Wolf, Bixby, Glenn, &
Gardner, 1991).

Enacting these new forms has not been easy. The amount of time needed to
generate assessment practice, and then information, is a great burden on teachers
who do not see this as one of their prime activities. Guides that provide a balance
between assistance for assessment, while keeping the practice within local inter-
actions, have been slow in coming. An interesting example of materials that pro-
vide this kind of support is the Work Sampling System (Meisels, 1996), which in-
volves documenting student work and evaluating its approximation of standards.
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Using developmental checklists, portfolios, and summary reports, this system is
based on professional development that provides a supportive foundation for
good assessment practice. Results from psychometric studies of its reliability and
criterion validity have been positive.

Much interest in assessment peaked in the early 1990s, and there has been
some retrenchment as practitioners and policy makers have come to understand
the time and professional development requirements of this kind of reform. How-
ever, much is still unknown about how to support teachers conducting assessment-
leveraged teaching. One contribution that research could make would be in the
preservice and in-service assessment needs of teachers. More information also
needs to be generated about how this kind of work can fit into the already over-
burdened life of teachers of young children. Given the political nature of assess-
ment, we need to examine how to maximize the instructional payoffs of assess-
ment activities and the various uses this information might have beyond teaching
decisions. We also need to develop strategies of assessment that do more than mir-
ror teachers’ visions of the world—ways of helping teachers see potential in chil-
dren rather than reinscribing the biases inherent in all of us. This is especially im-
portant as teachers meet more children who are different from themselves and
work to understand the cultural context for development in all its complexity.

Summary

The notions of curriculum content outlined here are in some ways more diverse
because they recognize that there are multiple ways to address the needs of chil-
dren. At the same time, they are more coherent in that they share a core set of prin-
ciples for action. One aspect that is quite clear is that we must work to have cur-
riculum that is more intentional, that is related to a growing knowledge base
about how children learn, that is planful and goal oriented, and that is reflexive in
its use of appropriate information to chart growth and evaluate the adequacy of
our efforts. This model of curriculum comes from knowledge of the general and
the specific and of principled ideas about how children learn and how they might
be taught, but most important, from locally generated knowledge of specific chil-
dren. Pulling out that unit on bears that has been the substance of teaching for the
last 15 Octobers or marching through the letters of the week does not address ei-
ther the general or specific aspects of curriculum generation. This concept of plan-
fulness will need to be fully integrated into notions of teaching to avoid being seen
as an add-on responsibility. Professional development for both preservice and in-
service teachers should work through successful models of purposeful teaching,
providing resources and support that allow teachers to take.on these responsibil-
ities successfully.

CONCLUSION

The practice of education is complex. It represents the aspirations, values, ener-
gies, and knowledge of diverse individuals and groups who generally want the
best for children. The practice of kindergarten is no different. In fact, its symbolic
importance in U.S. education fills it with emotion and hope in ways that focus at-
tention on all relevant parties. Because of the complexity inherent in the subject,
our inquiry needs to be equally intricate, taking advantage of the strengths that
different ways of knowing can bring to our understanding. Attention needs to be
Q
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focused on process and outcomes, beliefs, and practices to help us leverage change
that will make schools become better places for all children.

Three broad questions were used to organize this discussion. However, these
questions are more than organizational tools for the purpose of writing this chap-
ter. They are framed to heighten attention to the questions that can be used to an-
alyze practice with young children and to look for buried assumptions and unin-
tended consequences of our actions. Working from these questions, what kinds of
recommendations can be made to make transitions into kindergarten contexts
smoother and more successful for all children?

When the question, Who can we teach? is asked, the focus should be on the re-
sponsibilities inherent in any policy that includes some children while excluding
others. In assessing literature related to this question some observations and sug-
gestions can be made. Actions taken to increase the readiness of children entering
elementary schools have been regressive for the most part, blaming children for
not meeting expectations set (in many cases, arbitrarily) by communities and
schools. More potential-building programming that focuses on what children
bring to school is needed to replace deficit model systems that focus on what chil-
dren lack. Building on existing and emerging competence and looking forward to
more complex development provide opportunities. Once in our care, we need to
examine carefully how decisions are made about the size and nature of student
groups. The understanding of the research on grouping is mixed, but evidence
that higher-ability students receive higher-quality, more complex instruction does
exist. Although differentiated instruction is an important factor in meeting chil-
dren’s needs, the equity issues related to quality cannot be ignored. High expec-
tations for all students, regardless of their skills, should be an integral part of the
grouping rationale and process. Finally, the late 1990s are a political period dur-
ing which there is much interest in the relation between class size and achieve-
ment. Much faith exists, in both political and early education circles, in the power
of smaller classroom groups. To capitalize on this opportunity, staffing policies, in-
structional practices, and research designs that use the potential of smaller group
sizes need to be developed. A substantial public investment in this innovation will
be wasted if this issue is not approached carefully.

The question, How can we teach? provides an opportunity to look at the way
we structure learning interactions in classrooms. A key skill to attain is learning to
read the research in this area, which is very much shaped by the philosophical ori-
entation of the researcher. As decision makers use the literature, it is vital that they
read results realizing that the outcomes of research come out of frameworks that
promote certain answers. One lesson from the research is that there is more than
one way to facilitate learning for young children. There are values to be found in
most models of curriculum content; the key is to understand what they are and
how they promote certain opportunities for children. The research community
would contribute much to practice (and itself) by developing strategies for un-
derstanding the complexities of various forms of instruction. For example, in de-
veloping an understanding of the efficacy of the varied scheduling formats, there
needs to be recognition that length of day is a small piece of the production of stu-
dent outcomes in kindergarten. The type and quality of instructional practice, as
it relates to length of day, need to be addressed in this literature as well as in the
areas of professional preparation and practice. More complex measures of process
and effects of instructional pfactice, from teacher- to child-centered models to dis-
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ciplinary to integrated models, would allow researchers to differentiate among the
array of possibilities for children. More information about practices, such as cur-
riculum integration, is needed to move discussions of this strategy beyond the
level of testimonials.

Asking What can we teach? often seems to be the first question that occupies
the imagination of educators who must plan the day-to-day activity in classrooms
and policy makers and researchers who use this as a way to assess instructional
effectiveness. Realizing that it is a question that is derived from our answers to the
two previous questions helps to prioritize our thinking about teaching. Acknowl-
edging that three forms of knowledge—of development, of goals, and of particu-
lar children—form the foundation of strong content points to the centrality of
planfulness in curriculum generation. We need to work harder to invest in content
that represents what is generally known about how children learn but that is rel-
evant and responsive to the children in our care. Consequently, the fact that off-
the-shelf, teacher—child proof curriculum will not meet anyone’s needs has been
accepted. Policy and professional development needs to support the use of devel-
opmentally based curriculum generation that stays open to diversity within those
developmental patterns. Models that generate good practice in others are needed,
that is, models of teacher development that promote ideas without a simple make-
and-take mentality. Doing this kind of work requires teachers to be thinkers who
constantly question their practice. It is hard work, but it is what keeps good teach-
ers alive as professionals. We need to support that kind of professionalism struc-
turally, contractually, and emotionally.

In this chapter, I have attempted to pull together diverse ways of looking at
teaching and learning to highlight the connections between the ways that ques-
tions are asked and answers generated. A lot is known but there are few definitive
answers. For some, this lack of parsimony could be maddening. But looked at in
another way, it could be seen as an opportunity. The multiple answers provided
by the existing literature point to the complexity of the system of education and
force us to realize that as much may be learned from the spaces between questions
and answers as may be learned from the answers themselves. It turns our atten-
tion to the importance and intensity of local interactions between children and
their teachers and highlights the responsibility that is entailed within those inter-
actions. If this can be used to broaden our focus to include many viewpoints on
teaching and learning, the center and margins of our discussions could be shifted
so that fewer children are outside our expectations and reach.
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Chapter 6

Families and Schools

Rights, Responsibilities, Resources, and Relationships

Sandra L. Christenson

Students spend 91% of their time from birth to age 18 outside school (Usdan,
1991, cited in Ooms & Hara, 1991). Once they start school, they spend 70% of
their waking hours outside it (Clark, 1990). The impact of out-of-school time—
exposure to messages about learning, use of time, and congruence with the
school environment—must be acknowledged in discussions about students’
school performance and productivity.

Therefore, the importance of partnerships among family, school, and commu-
nity for encouraging children and youth to be lifelong learners cannot be ignored.
Two National Education Goals—Goals 1 and 8—explicitly link families and schools.
These goals, which intersect at the point of children’s transition to school, propose
that by the year 2000 every child will start school ready to learn and every school
will promote partnerships that increase parent participation in facilitating the so-
cial, emotional, and academic growth of children (National Education Goals Panel,
1998). Implicit in these goals is the recognition that both families and schools are
needed to promote development and educational outcomes for children. Philo-
sophically, individuals tend to agree that families and school personnel are essen-
tial strands in the safety net for children’s optimal development and educational
performance, and with the absence of either strand, the net is substantially weak-
ened. As noted by Kellaghan, Sloane, Alvarez, and Bloom, educators agree with
the goal of working with parents as partners; however, in practice, they often find
themselves “trapped in blaming families or viewing the home as auxiliary, merely
providing supplemental support for the work of the school” (1993, p. 135).

The empirical base for family involvement in education is strong (Chris-
tenson, Rounds, & Gorney, 1992). Sloane succinctly described the conclusion of
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family—school researchers about the effect of the home’s influence on children’s
educational performance when she stated, “It is now well accepted that the home
plays an important role in children’s learning and achievement. Some children
learn values, attitudes, skills, and behaviors in the home that prepare them well
for the tasks of school” (1991, p. 155). Almost a decade earlier, Hess and Holloway
(1984) conducted a comprehensive literature review of the family’s effect on cog-
nitive, social, and motivational aspects of student behavior and their relationship
to classroom performance. They concluded that consensus between home and
school about the goals of education is essential to counter information from com-
peting sources, such as television and peers, and that discontinuities between fam-
ilies and schools compromise the effectiveness of either parents or educators as so-
cializing agents. Entwisle and Alexander (Chapter 2) demonstrate the success of
schools in fostering the academic growth of young children of all socioeconomic
levels and find that differences in children’s achievement are the result of the psy-
chological resources provided by the family during the summer months. Zill and
Nord (1994) reinforced the importance of the home-school safety net for adoles-
cents, who report that parents should be more involved with their children’s
schooling. Finally, the influence of adolescents’ perspectives about family and
school on their school performance has been investigated by Phelan, Yu, and
Davidson (1994). They found that all students, even those who describe their
home, peer, and school contexts as congruent with respect to academic expecta-
tions, report psychosocial pressure and stress. However, students whose peer,
school, and family worlds are different experienced greater adversity in navigat-
ing across borders of diverse expectations. Students in this group reported a low
probability of graduating from high school and perceived their personal futures
as bleak.

Although the centrality of the home environment on children’s school learn-
ing has long been recognized, there has been a renewed interest in the develop-
ment of programs to increase family involvement in education. Reasons for this
surge of development include the cumulative impact of research findings that un-
derlie the importance of the home in contributing to children’s school progress; re-
form efforts focused on school and teacher practices, such as new curricula and
strategies, have not been as successful in improving achievement as had been
hoped; and dramatic changes in the structure and function of families have given
rise to concern about families’ abilities to provide the conditions that foster chil-
dren’s school interest and learning (Kellaghan et al., 1993). Although family in-
volvement in education is an empirically supported practice and different models
and strategies have been developed, there continues to be more rhetoric than re-
ality about family-school connections (Christenson, 1995; Epstein, 1995). Perhaps
part of the reason for the “rhetoric rut” is that family-school relationships are
complex and multifaceted.

This chapter reviews the literature on family involvement in education for
school-age children with the intent of identifying critical issues for families and
schools, particularly in the context of children’s transition to school. This transition
provides a unique opportunity to develop positive family-school relationships
to enhance children’s learning and development. In this chapter, the following is-
sues and topics are discussed: transition to school; alternate conceptualizations of
family-school connections; the current knowledge base, including six conclusions
from research conducted since the late 1970s; the family—school interface in special
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education; and models for family-school collaboration. Empirical support for the
home and school contextual influences that enhance learning from the Live and
Learn Project is described. A major contention of this chapter is that the relation-
ship between families and schools—not the roles—is critical for children’s learning.
The chapter concludes with identification of specific issues to be addressed to ad-
vance understanding of the effect of family-school linkages on children’s learning
and development.

TRANSITION TO SCHOOL ISSUES

Parents are always implicated in education, either as silent, passive partners or as
vocal, active partners. Homes can provide support for or distraction from chil-
dren’s learning. As children make the transition to school, it is important to rec-
ognize differences between the sending system (preschool) and the receiving sys-
tem (kindergarten)—differences that may influence family-school relationships.

Since the professionalization of teaching, home and school are two microsys-
tems that have been used to operating autonomously, and this autonomy con-
tributes a sense of social distance between parents and teachers. In contrast to
preschool programs that foster parent-teacher relationships through ongoing, in-
formal contact and interaction, kindergarten is the beginning of increased formal
interaction, almost bureaucratic in nature, between families and school personnel.
Limited opportunity for dialogue and frequency of ritualized contacts between
families and schools may partly explain the decrease in parent involvement across
grade levels. School norms and structures do not naturally support building rela-
tionships between families and educators. Although it is true that schools have the
formal responsibility for educating children, the voiced but too often forgotten
factor in terms of school practices is that the informal education that takes place
in the family is a powerful prerequisite for success in formal education (Bronfen-
brenner, 1991).

Although home-school relationships, as rated by teachers and parents from
diverse backgrounds, reveal greater satisfaction than dissatisfaction, results also re-
veal that the relationship is less than optimal. Data from more than 2,000 parents
and 1,000 teachers on the 1987 Metropolitan Life Survey of the American Teacher
showed that 77% of parents and teachers rated the relationship as good or excel-
lent and less than 8% rated the relationship as poor. However, only 60% felt mutual
support {(Olson, 1990). In a national interview of 217 parents, Christenson, Hurley,
Sheridan, and Fenstermacher (1997) found that most parents described their con-
tacts with school personnel as cooperative (93%) rather than conflictual (7%). Some
parents described their contacts as mistrusting (11%), stressful (16%), or uncom-
fortable (16%). Mutual reluctance between parents and teachers was also noted.
Olson (1990) reported that 19% of parents felt awkward or were reluctant to talk to
school officials, whereas 55% of teachers felt uneasy or were reluctant to approach
parents to discuss their child. Hurley (1996) found that non-Caucasian parents re-
ported feeling less welcome at their children’s school than Caucasian parents and,
regardless of ethnicity, parents who reported getting involved with their children’s
schooling felt more welcome than parents who waited to be asked to be involved.
Her findings are consistent with Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991) contention that the dif-
ference between parents who participate and those who do not is that those who
do have recognized that they play a critical role in their children’s education.
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Collectively, these data suggest that a cause of concern for enhancing chil-
dren'’s learning is the nature of the family-school relationship. Mutual reluctance
is exacerbated by the fact that few schools have meaningful contact with parents
before children enter kindergarten, a pattern that exists at other transition points
for children and youth in grades 3 through 12. In a national survey, Early and
Pianta (1998) found that one of the least used practices related to the transition to
kindergarten involved contact between the family and the school. Family-school
contact occurred for less than 15% of teachers surveyed. It appears that even for
the youngest students, educators may not think of the importance of building a
relationship with families as a means to enhance learner outcomes. According to
Pianta, Rimm-Kaufman, and Cox (Chapter 1), the development of supportive
family-school relationships should not be considered a correlate or antecedent but
rather an outcome of school transition. Therefore, a child’s competence in kinder-
garten “may not be the only, or the best outcome measure of a successful transi-
tion” to schooling; the quality of the parent’s relationship with the teacher and
school personnel may be “an equally valid indicator of transition outcome, and
one that may forecast later school success” (Early & Pianta, 1998, p. 36). This chap-
ter concurs with this statement and suggests greater consideration must be given
to the effect of family-school relationships, because parents may be more useful in
the educational process than in the educational outcome.

Changes in society (e.g., urbanization, migration, labor force, growth in tech-
nology) and in families (e.g., structure, working parents, cultural background)
have numerous and important implications for children’s education, in general,
and for the educational role of the family, in particular. According to Hodgkinson
(1991), approximately one third of U.S. preschool children are at risk of school fail-
ure even before they enter kindergarten because of poverty, neglect, sickness, and
lack of adult nurturance and protection. There is a recognition that it is difficult
for many families to cope with the educational needs of their children and that the
combination of problematic circumstances often works to undermine children’s
formal education and development (Kellaghan et al., 1993). Although our under-
standing of the family-school interface in relation to children’s learning is still lim-
ited, there is increased speculation that issues of psychological capital provided by
the family (see Chapter 2), cultural capital (Phelan et al., 1994), and social capital
(Coleman, 1987) must be addressed.

This chapter makes two assumptions: 1) both parents and teachers are agents
of socialization and, therefore, have important roles related to the school perfor-
mance of children and youth; and 2) how students spend their time in and out of
school influences their opportunity to learn. Coleman (1987) contended that home
and school provide different inputs for the socialization process of children. One
class of inputs—opportunities, demands, and rewards—comes from schools,
whereas the second class of inputs—attitudes, effort, and conception of self—
comes from the social environment of the household. Educational outcomes result
from the interaction of the qualities that the child brings from home with qualities
of the school. Schools do make a difference for children; however, they do not
have an equal effect on all children. According to Coleman,

Schools, of whatever quality, are more effective for children from strong family
backgrounds than for children from weak ones. The resources devoted by the fam-
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ily to the child’s education interact with resources provided by the school—and
there is greater variation in the former resources than the latter. (1987, p. 35)

Schools can reward and demand and provide opportunities for children to
learn; however, Coleman (1987) viewed families as providing the building blocks
that make learning possible. Families provide the social capital needed by schools
to enhance learner outcomes.

Social capital refers to the amount of adult—child interaction about academic
and personal matters as well as the social and community support system for fam-
ilies. Coleman (1987) argued that as social capital in homes shrinks, due to single-
parent and dual-income families and a sense of alienation in community, school
achievement will not be maintained or increased if educators simply replace these
resources with more school-like resources—those that produce opportunities, de-
mands, and rewards. Rather, academic and developmental outcomes for children
are maintained or increased by enhancing resources that provide attitudes, effort,
and conception of self—those qualities from the home that interact with those
provided by the school.

APPROACHES TO FAMILY-SCHOOL CONNECTIONS

Educators in grades K through 12 have always valued parent involvement in ed-
ucation (Berger, 1991), which is also referred to as family involvement (Davies,
1991). The changing demographics of American families have given rise, in part,
to two approaches to family involvement. Referred to as traditional and partner-
ship approaches, both are viable means, however qualitatively different, for in-
volving families in education. Depending on the characteristics and needs of stu-
dents, parents, and teachers, either approach may be effective. Differences in the
approaches are worthy of examination because successful family-school relation-
ships demand site-specific development (National Association of State Boards of
Education, 1992).

Traditional Approach

The traditional approach to family involvement is by far the most commonly used
approach. Parents’ and educators’ perspectives offer insight into both the charac-
teristics and drawbacks of this approach for many American families. Consider
these commonly heard comments from parents: teachers send home bad news,
schools don’t make parents feel welcome, educators don’t do what they say they
will, parent-teacher conferences are routine and unproductive, teachers teach too
much by rote, and teachers care more about discipline than teaching. Also con-
sider these comments from educators: parents don’t seem interested in school,
parents promise but don’t follow through, parents don’t show up, parents only
pretend to understand, parents do children’s work for them, parents worry too
much about how other kids are doing, and I never see the parents I really need to
see (Henderson, Marburger, & Ooms, 1988).

In a traditional approach, much emphasis is placed on involving parents in
ways that address the school’s agenda. Schools designate prescribed roles for par-
ents, which are often traditional roles such as volunteering, fundraising, or home-
work helper. These roles are described in the context that parent help is needed to
accomplish a task for the school; therefore, parents are seen as desirable in specific
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situations. Another defining feature of the traditional approach relates to the
underlying assumption that families and educators have separate roles and re-
sponsibilities in educating and socializing children and youth. There tends to be
ritualized contact at prescribed times (e.g., back-to-school nights, 20-minute
parent-teacher conferences) or limited contact; sometimes contact is precipitated
by a child concern or crisis. In addition, one-way communication is the norm; the
direction of communication is mostly from schools to homes, often in the form of
school-determined recommendations for parents. Finally, it is helpful to examine
who is involved when a traditional approach is used. Generally, parents of primary-
grade children or those for whom there is a match between the approach of the
school and the family (e.g., culture, attitude, style, philosophy) tend to be most in-
volved. Educators measure success of their family involvement efforts in terms of
the number of parents, or which parents, attend school functions and participate
at school.

A conservative estimate would suggest that 90% of family involvement in
America’s schools is characterized by the traditional approach, which has been
most successful for children of middle-class families where there is continuity be-
tween the needs, beliefs, and knowledge about education of schools and families.
However, it has been critiqued mostly in terms of maintaining social and physical
distance between the essential socializing agents. Rich has appropriately re-
minded us that “families and teachers might wish that the school could do the job
alone. But today’s school needs families and today’s families need the school. In
many ways, this mutual need may be the greatest hope for change” (1987, p. 62).
Given that families are facing many challenges—making ends meet in a changing
economy, combating negative peer influences, and maintaining control as chil-
dren grow older (Zill & Nord, 1994)—while children are experiencing a reduction
in social, cultural, and/or psychological capital, the traditional approach is less
relevant for today’s society.

Partnership Approach

The goal of a partnership approach irrespective of the specific model is to improve
educational experiences and outcomes for all children. Because this approach is
characterized by a belief in shared responsibility for educating and socializing
children and youth, families and educators recognize the need to share informa-
tion and resources. Although both families and educators have legitimate roles
and responsibilities, the emphasis is not on the roles families can play for schools.
Rather, the emphasis is on relationships; specifically, how families and educators
work together to promote the academic and social development of children. The
partnership approach underscores that the attitude between partners is integral to
the success of the relationship. Many options for families to contribute to chil-
dren’s education exist, and the contributions of families are valued even when
they are not perceived as meeting a present need at school. In this approach, fam-
ilies and educators interact differently. They model collaboration by listening to
each other’s perspective and viewing differences as strengths; sharing informa-
tion to co-construct the “bigger picture” about children’s performance; respecting
the skills and knowledge of each other; and planning and making decisions coop-
eratively that address the needs of parents, teachers, and students. A partnership
approach focuses the goal of family involvement on enhanced success for stu-
dents, develops a relationship based on shared decision making and mutual con-
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tributions, and strives to provide students with a consistent message about their
schoolwork and behavior.

Family—school collaboration, therefore, is an attitude, not merely an activity.
The goal of family-school collaboration is to change the interface between home
and school to support students as learners, not merely to arrive at a solution for
the immediate school-based concern (Weiss & Edwards, 1992). Finally, shared re-
sponsibility is understood to mean that the product of education—learning—is
not produced by schools but by students with the help of parents, educators,
peers, and community professionals who support learners (Seeley, 1985). Thus, in
a partnership approach, students learn because of what students do, but students
“do” because of a supportive safety net. According to Swap (1993), four elements
of a true partnership are creating two-way communication, enhancing learning at
home and at school, providing mutual support, and making joint decisions for the
benefit of students’ development.

The view that parents are essential for children’s school progress is certainly
an implicit assumption of the partnership orientation to family involvement; a
missing piece is the explicit acknowledgment, particularly in school attitudes,
policies, and practices, that parents are essential partners. In the contextual sys-
tems model for the socialization of youth, Pianta and Walsh (1997) described a
necessary belief system for educators, one in which it is understood that children
develop and learn in the context of the family and that that system must interface
in a positive way with the school system and schooling issues for a child’s educa-
tional performance to be optimal. Not all educators recognize families and schools
as contexts for children’s development or believe interventions should encompass
the child/family system. This chapter contends that this is the difference between
looking at families as partners and looking at families as extras.

The view that families and schools are essential contexts for children’s learn-
ing and development raises issues about the “3 Rs”—not “readin, ritin, and rith-
metic,” but rights, responsibilities, and resources. In essence, how can sustaining
relationships between families and schools be constructed while addressing these
critical issues?

CURRENT KNOWLEDGE BASE

Conclusions of Family Involvement Studies

Several recurring findings are evident in even a cursory review of the research
conducted since the late 1970s regarding family involvement in education. First,
the conceptualization of parent involvement has broadened. Parent involvement
refers to participation in a child’s learning at school and at home. In fact, because
of work demands and situational family barriers (e.g., transportation, child care),
more parents are available to participate at home. This is a broader definition of
parent involvement than recognized by some educators, who tend to use a tradi-
tional definition that includes fundraising and attendance at school functions.
New definitions, particularly in urban settings, replace “parent” with “family,”
because the most significant adults in the lives of many children may be siblings,
relatives, or even neighbors who provide child care (Davies, 1991). Options for in-
volvement have moved beyond the "big three” (i.e., fundraising, volunteer, home-
work helper) to include roles for parents as teachers, decision makers, advocates,
and supporters (Henderson & Berla, 1994).
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In addition, school performance indicators are considered broader than
achievement and include classroom and school participation, attendance, gradu-
ating from high school, and less discipline referrals and suspensions. Although
the majority of research has been conducted with lower-income families or in ref-
erence to students at risk for educational failure, the goal of family-school part-
nerships is to enhance the school success of all students. In fact, the possibility ex-
ists that achievement for average students would be elevated significantly if
collaboration between families and schools were the norm. This, of course, is one
of the goals of the federal program, Partnership for Family Involvement in Edu-
cation, wherein families and schools have a 13-year contract.

Finally, the burgeoning interest in family involvement in education is evident
from many directions and sources. For example, 40% of parents believe that they
are not devoting enough time to their children’s education; teachers ranked
strengthening parents’ roles in their children’s learning as the issue that should re-
ceive the highest priority in public education policy in the 1990s; 72% of students
ages 10-13 and 48% of students ages 14-17 said they would like to talk to their
parents about schoolwork; and 89% of business executives identified lack of par-
ent involvement as the biggest obstacle to school reform (U.S. Department of Ed-
ucation, 1994). In a survey conducted by Connors and Epstein (1994), 82% of high
school students agreed that parent involvement was needed at the high school
level: 80% of parents indicated that they wanted to be more involved; more than
50% of students indicated that they wanted their parents involved. Only 32% of
the teachers, however, thought that it was their responsibility to involve parents.

Second, variables that affect the involvement of parents in education point to
attitudes, practices, and knowledge of families and school personnel. School and
teacher practices have been found to be the most important predictor of parent in-
volvement and participation in their child’s schooling (Epstein, 1991; Smith, Con-
nell, Wright, Sizer, & Norman, 1997). School practices were a stronger predictor of
parent involvement than were parents’ educational level, income status, or ethnic
background. Also, parents are involved to a greater and more consistent degree
when they view their participation as directly linked to the achievement of their
children, which Comer (1995) referred to as meaningful parent involvement. Parent
attitudes toward education are a salient factor in parent involvement, suggesting
programs that provide parents with information about the association between
their involvement and achievement may be helpful (Smith et al., 1997). However,
the extent to which information alone modifies attitudes and behavior has yet to
be demonstrated. A high sense of self-efficacy among teachers (Hoover-Dempsey,
Bassler, & Brissie, 1987), a positive school climate and schoolwide effort to work
with families (Dauber & Epstein, 1993), and the degree to which family members
feel influential and view their roles as that of teachers (Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski,
& Apostoleris, 1997) are positive correlates of parent involvement.

Regardless of educational level, ethnic background, or income level, parents
want their children to be successful in school; however, they do not know how to
assist their children. Parents consistently report that they would be willing to
spend more time on activities with children if educators gave them more guidance
(Epstein, 1986). Parents want information on how schools function, child /adoles-
cent development, ways to support student learning at home, ways to improve
behavior and social skills of children, and opportunities to consult with school
psychologists about personal concerns for their children (Christenson et al., 1997).
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Most parents also rated the item, time for parents and teachers to share information
about children, school requirements, and family needs, as an activity they value and
would use. Joyce Epstein speculated that only a “relatively small percentage of
parents, approximately 10%, have personal problems so severe that they cannot
work as partners with schools, given the proper assistance.” She contended that
“parent educational level and family social class are influential factors for which
families become involved in education only if school personnel do not work to in-
volve all parents” (1996, personal communication).

Barriers for developing home-school partnership programs are well artic-
ulated (Liontos, 1992). The barriers receiving the greatest attention include the
following:

* Lack of teacher and administrator training for working with parents as
partners

* Parent and educator lack of skills and knowledge about effective interpersonal
interaction

* Lack of opportunity for family—school interaction

* Psychological and cultural barriers that serve to divide parents and school
personnel

* No routine communication system

* Failure to examine school practices that “fail” families (e.g., responding only
in a crisis, viewing families as deficient, defining families based solely on
structure)

* A narrow conceptualization of the roles that parents can play in schooling
(Epstein, 1989; Moles, 1993; Weiss & Edwards, 1992)

In their interview study examining home-school partnership barriers with 29
core subject teachers and 60 parents from two low-income junior high schools,
Leitch and Tangri concluded, "It isn’t misperceptions of each other that are the
root of home-school problems; it is the lack of specific planning, or, at a more basic
level, the lack of knowledge about how each can use the other person more effec-
tively that is a major barrier” (1988, p. 70).

Lack of clarity for roles and responsibilities often emerges as a barrier for par-
ents and schools, regardless of demographic characteristics. However, educators’
use of students’ background characteristics (e.g., parent educational level, family
social class) as an explanation of students’ school performance has influenced
which families become involved in education (Epstein, 1991). There is no question
that social background is moderately correlated with school achievement
(e.g., White, 1982). However, the effect of family process is cogently stated by
Clark: “Of the many studies that have shown a statistical correlation between
background, life chances, and life achievements, few seem to explain adequately
the fact that many youngsters with disadvantaged backgrounds perform very
well in school and in later life” (1990, p. 18). Background or contextual factors may
be useful in identifying target students, that is, students who are most likely to be
at risk for not succeeding in school. Under no conditions, however, should it be
inferred that background characteristics are the reason why students do not suc-
ceed. It is noteworthy that alternative ways of conceptualizing the demographic
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characteristics of family contexts have begun to appear in the literature. For ex-
ample, Conger et al. (1992) suggested that a measure of economic hardship in
homes should replace socioeconomic status (SES) in research. Similarly, it may be
more important to understand the number of adults available to support chil-
dren’s learning, what Coleman (1987) referred to as “social capital,” than to con-
duct data analyses with the more commonly used variable, family structure.

Third, parent involvement in schooling is positively associated with many
desirable benefits for students and key stakeholders. When parents are involved,
students show improvement in the following:

¢ Grades (Fehrmann, Keith, & Reimers, 1987)

® Test scores, including reading achievement (Clark, 1988; Epstein, 1991; Steven-
son & Baker, 1987) and math achievement (Epstein, 1986)

e Attitude toward schoolwork (Kellaghan et al., 1993)

* Behavior (Comer & Haynes, 1991; Steinberg, Mounts, Lamborn, & Dornbusch,
1991)

¢ Self-esteem (Collins, Moles, & Cross, 1982; Sattes, 1985)

e Completion of homework (Clark, 1993; Epstein & Becker, 1982)

* Academic perseverance (Estrada, Arsenio, Hess, & Holloway, 1987)

* Participation in classroom learning activities (Collins et al., 1982; Sattes, 1985)
* Fewer placements in special education (Lazar & Darlington, 1978)

* Greater enrollment in postsecondary education (Baker & Stevenson, 1986;
Eagle, 1989; Marjoribanks, 1988)

* Higher attendance rates (Collins et al., 1982)
* Lower dropout rates (Rumberger, 1995)
* Fewer suspensions (Comer & Haynes, 1991)

* Realization of exceptional talents (Bloom, 1985)

Benefits of parent participation in education are evident for key stakeholders,
suggesting that they help create conditions that facilitate home-school connec-
tions. For example, benefits for teachers include recognition by parents for better
interpersonal and teaching skills, higher ratings of teaching performance by prin-
cipals, and greater satisfaction with their jobs, requesting fewer transfers (Chris-
tenson, 1995). Parent benefits include an increased sense of influence (Davies,
1993; Kagan & Schraft, 1982), increased understanding of the school program (Ep-
stein, 1986), greater appreciation for the role they play in their children’s education
(Davies, 1993), and improved communication with their children about school-
work (Becher, 1984).

Benefits for students, parents, and teachers vary as a function of the specific
family involvement activity. Epstein (1995) demonstrated that expected results for
key stakeholders are different for different activities and that student achievement
is not influenced by all types of family involvement. For example, parenting ac-
tivities have been shown to be associated with improved attendance for students,
greater awareness of the inherent challenges of parenting, and more respect for
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families” strengths and the efforts of teachers. Home learning activities have re-
sulted in greater homework completion or gains in skills for students, increased
knowledge of how to support and help students at home for parents, and better
design of homework assignments and respect of family time for teachers. Finally,
decision-making activities have resulted in awareness of family influence on
school decisions for students, feeling of school ownership for parents, and aware-
ness of parent perspectives as a factor in policy development and decisions for
teachers. The differential effects of varied forms of family involvement reinforce
the centrality of asking, family involvement for what purpose?

Studies that correlate levels of parent involvement with gains in student
achievement invariably find that the more extensive the involvement, the higher
the student achievement. In programs that are designed to be full partner-
ships, achievement for students from low-income families not only improves but
also reaches levels that are standard for children from middle-income families
(Comer, 1995; Comer & Haynes, 1991). Children who are the farthest behind
make the greatest gains (Henderson & Berla, 1994). Programs and practices were
stronger in schools where teachers perceived that they, their colleagues, and par-
ents all felt strongly about the importance of parent involvement (Dauber &
Epstein, 1993).

Fourth, home environmental influences are positive correlates of students’
academic achievement and school performance. Family process variables (what
parents do to support learning) predict scholastic ability better than family status
variables (who families are). Social class or family configuration predicts up to
25% of variance in achievement, whereas family support for learning or interac-
tion style predicts up to 60% of variance in achievement (Walberg, 1984). There is
a moderate-to-strong correlation between income level and student achievement
when data are aggregated; however, this correlation is substantially reduced when
family processes are also considered. White (1982) analyzed 101 studies and con-
cluded that these aspects of the home environment had a greater impact than SES
on students’” school performance: parents’ attitudes, guidance, and expectations
for their children’s education; quality of verbal interaction; participation in cul-
tural and learning-related activities; and overall stability in the home. Also, the
considerable variation in family environments within social class has led to the
conclusion that what parents do vis-a-vis their children’s education is more im-
portant than who they are. Milne stated, “Family structures are not inherently
good or evil per se; what is important is the ability of the parent to provide pro-
educational resources for children—be they financial, material, or experiential”
(1989, p. 58).

The specific activities that families perform to facilitate their children’s edu-
cational success, referred to as “the curriculum of the home” by Walberg (1984),
include informed parent—child conversations about everyday events, encourage-
ment and discussion of leisure reading, monitoring and joint analysis of television
viewing, expression of affection, interest in children’s academic and personal
growth, and delay of immediate gratification to accomplish long-term goals. In his
intensive observational study of the home environment of 10 high-achieving and
10 low-achieving secondary-level students, all of whom were from low-income,
African American families, Clark (1983) identified the home variables that differ-
entiated high and low achievers. Family life of high-achieving, low-income stu-
dents was characterized by frequent dialogues between parents and children,
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strong parental encouragement of academic pursuits, warm and nurturing inter-
actions, clear and consistent limits, and consistent monitoring of how time was
spent. Parents of high achievers felt personally responsible for helping their chil-
dren to gain knowledge and basic literacy skills, communicated regularly with
school personnel, and were involved in school functions and activities. Both par-
ents’ attitudes (i.e., I expect you to do well in school) and behavior (i.e., I will com-
municate and support your learning) toward schooling for their children were
evident. Across several studies of families with varying income and ethnic back-
grounds, the presence of three factors in the homes was strongly associated with
student achievement: strong, consistent values about the importance of education;
willingness to help children and intervene at schools; and ability to become in-
volved (Mitrsomwang & Hawley, 1993).

Other findings are also noteworthy. For example, three factors over which
parents exercise authority—attendance, variety of reading materials in the home,
and amount of television watching—explained almost 90% of the difference in
mean achievement of students in 37 states and the District of Columbia on the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (Barton & Coley, 1992). Although the
definitive family process variables for student achievement gains are unknown,
Peng and Lee (1992) identified parental educational expectations, talking with stu-
dents about school, providing learning materials, and providing learning oppor-
tunities outside school as family process variables that showed the strongest re-
lationship with student achievement. Although the database is replete with
correlational studies, to attribute a causal link between family environments and
educational performance would be inappropriate.

Finally, the use of out-of-school time—or how and with whom students spend
time—helps to explain school performance differences. In addition, supportive
guidance from adults, not just families, is a determining factor. High-achieving
students from all backgrounds spend approximately 25-35 hours per week in con-
structive learning activities outside school according to Clark, who stated,

The attitudes and relationships between youngsters and their parents, relatives,
teachers, ministers, coaches, instructors, and tutors can be among the most im-
portant factors in creating an environment that will maximize the chances for suc-
cess during their school years and throughout their lives. (1990, p. 23)

In addition, the degree of match between home and school contexts is a con-
tributing factor for students’ school success. Hansen (1986) demonstrated achieve-
ment gains from third to fifth grades for those students who experienced congru-
ence in rules and interaction styles across home and school environments. He also
found that the greater the discontinuity between home and school, the more stu-
dents’ academic grades declined. As a result, he concluded that there was no pre-
ferred classroom (e.g., open, traditional) or home (e.g., permissive, restrictive)
type; rather the match in the message received by students between home and
school contexts was the critical factor for children’s academic success.

Gains in student performance are greater when home and school interven-
tions in contrast to classroom- or parent-only interventions are used. There is evi-
dence that performance for preschoolers is best when family interventions, in
addition to child interventions, are implemented (Ramey & Campbell, 1984). Sim-
o s
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ilarly, Heller and Fantuzzo (1993) demonstrated that fourth- and fifth-grade
African American students who receive reciprocal peer tutoring (RPT) and parent
involvement (PI) evidenced greater math gains than similar students who re-
ceived only RPT. Based on teacher ratings, students in the RPT and PI groups
demonstrated better work habits, higher levels of motivation, more task orienta-
tion, less disruptive behavior, and were more interpersonally confident. Mesosys-
temic interventions using conjoint behavioral consultation have shown promise in
improving students’ performance in academic and social areas (Sheridan, Kra-
tochwill, & Bergan, 1996). With respect to mesosystemic interventions, Bronfen-
brenner (1974, cited in Henderson & Berla, 1994) noted, To use a chemical anal-
ogy, parent intervention functions as a kind of fixative, which stabilizes effects
produced by other processes” (p. 34).

The elements of a collaborative partnership are not unrecognized by educa-
tors. These key elements of collaboration were identified by special education
teachers of and parents of children with emotional problems: mutual respect for
skills and knowledge, honest and clear communication, open and two-way shar-
ing of information, mutually agreed-on goals, and shared planning and decision
making (Vosler-Hunter, 1989). Similarly, Dunst, Johanson, Rounds, Trivette, and
Hamby (1992) identified trust, open communication, mutual respect, active listen-
ing, and honesty as essential characteristics of the parent-professional relation-
ship. Although it is relatively easy to list the elements of collaboration (i.e., speak
the language), in practice it is more difficult to implement a collaborative rela-
tionship (i.e., walk the talk). In part, this is due to time constraints. The availabil-
ity of time for dialogue and interaction, particularly where there is physical and
social distance between families and schools, is an issue.

A study (Adams & Christenson, 1998) of trust between parents and general
and special education teachers suggested that the elements of collaboration may
be difficult, if not impossible, to implement, particularly if the partners are un-
known to each other and especially when a child is demonstrating any deviance
from the norm for expected school behavior. The trust data raised many questions
about whether it is reasonable to expect family-school collaboration without ade-
quate trust-building opportunities. It was found that parents whose children were
in middle school in an urban education environment trust teachers more than
teachers trust parents. Parent trust for teachers did not differ as a function of so-
cial strata, educational level, or ethnicity, and high-trust parents were more in-
volved in education than moderate- or low-trust parents. It was also found that
parents of students receiving more intensive special education services displayed
significantly higher levels of trust than parents of students receiving less intensive
services, suggesting that increased interaction may foster trust between partners
and increase confident expectations for a positive outcome. Trust can be viewed
as a prerequisite for collaboration and involvement or as an outcome of involve-
ment. The study data support Don Davies’ (1990, personal communication) belief
that trust is “essential lubrication for more serious intervention.” Because many of
the critical elements of collaboration, such as communication and mutual goal set-
ting, are firmly rooted in trust and basic to their success, it is important to view
trust as a prerequisite for collaboration.

Finally, effective communication between families and schools is considered
to be the foundation of all family involvement programs. Although there has been
little empirical investigation of communication strategies, there appears to be con-
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sensus in the literature that good communication is needed to share information
about children’s progress, needs, and interests; establish shared goals for children’s
education; inform parents of school expectations in terms of student behavior and
achievement; inform teachers of parent expectations relative to curriculum and
discipline; inform parents of classroom activities and events; avoid misunder-
standings; and help parents to reinforce school instruction at home (Cale, 1993).
Both frequency and content of the messages are important. According to McAfee
(1993), home-school partnerships are dependent on communication of the mes-
sage “that mutual respect and interdependence of home, school, and community
are essential to children’s development” (p. 21). Emphasis is placed on establish-
ing and maintaining two-way communication between home and school and
using a positive orientation rather than a deficit-based or crisis orientation. Princi-
ples underlying successful partnership programs include the following:

¢ Ano-fault model where blame is not attributed to the family or school because
there is not a single cause for the presenting concern

¢ A nondeficit approach where assets and strengths of individuals are
emphasized

¢ The importance of empowerment where families are actively involved in de-
cision making and choices for their personal lives

* An ecological approach where there is recognition that the school context in-
fluences the family and the family context influences the school (Cochran,
1987; Comer, Haynes, Joyner, & Ben-Avie, 1996; Ooms & Hara, 1991)

Also, school personnel actively initiate outreach to families. Families tend to
wait for schools to take the lead in developing the partnership and to articulate
roles for parents. Successful school “reaching out” efforts are characterized by the
following new beliefs about families: All families have strengths, parents can learn
ways to help their children if provided with the opportunity and necessary sup-
port, and parents have important information and perspectives about children (Li-
ontos, 1992). Lindle (1989) showed that parents want a person-to-person relation-
ship not a "professional-client” relationship with schools. Parents overwhelmingly
reported their desire for opportunities to speak with educators about their child’s
education, to share perceptions about their child with educators, and to receive
timely information about their child’s school performance on an informal basis.
The personal touch from the teacher was reported as the most important factor in
encouraging their involvement and support with schools. Lindle’s (1989) findings
are consistent with parents who have children with special learning needs. For ex-
ample, Peterson and Cooper (1989) found that parents of children with develop-
mental disabilities overwhelmingly desired information, training, time off, infor-
mal contact, and a support network from the parent—professional relationship.

Parental desire is one thing; achieving equality when there is little to no pro-
vision for parents to be enfranchised as equal partners in the educational process
is quite different. In most schools, professional educators are responsible for fiscal,
personal, curricular, and disciplinary activities of schools. For example, studies
about roles for families tend to find the greatest disagreement between parents
and teachers or administrators to be in the area of shared decision making, espe-
cially related to curricular decisions (Chavkin & Williams, 1993).
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Families and Special Education

Wolery (Chapter 9) indicates that, despite specific procedures and mandates for
involvement, parents of children with disabilities in early elementary school years
are not active participants in the individualized education program (IEP) process
and generally do not perceive being in a positive partnership with schools. Wol-
ery reports that family-centered services are seldom used by early elementary
school personnel. Yet, families want the school to be responsive to their requests
for information about their child’s progress, to be included in decisions that affect
their child, and to feel respected and welcome at school. The aspects of the family-
school relationship desired by families of children with special learning needs,
according to Wolery, are not surprising; they are also similar to those desired by
all families. '

There is substantial evidence that the current state of the family-school rela-
tionship is not the desired state for families whose children are in special education
programs. In her summary of minority family involvement in special education,
Harry reported three commonly found characteristics of the family-school rela-
tionship: “An expressed sense of isolation and helplessness; low self-confidence in
interaction with professionals; and professionals’ implicit or explicit discourage-
ment of parents’ participation in the special education process” (1992, p. 100). Sim-
ilarly, Kalyanpur and Rao’s (1991) interviews with parents about their perspective
of experiences at school and with an outreach worker revealed two relation-
ship types: traditional-unempowering and collaborative-supportive. Traditional-
unempowering relationships were described by parents as disrespectful because
of their focus on children’s deficits and because they discounted parental skills
and knowledge, primarily because they were different than those of professionals.
In contrast, the collaborative-supportive relationship was characterized by re-
sponsiveness to families’ needs for emotional support, specific services, and two-
way communication.

Finally, in a 3-year study of 24 African American families with children re-
ceiving early childhood special education in a large, urban school district, Harry,
Allen, and McLaughlin (1995) found that parents became less satisfied with spe-
cial education over time because of inappropriate peer groups, labeling, and iso-
lation of the programs. There was a dramatic drop in family involvement during
the 3-year-period, with parents reporting that the atmosphere in schools was less
open and welcoming over time. Approximately one quarter of the parents were
able to influence decisions about their child, and most parents found advocacy
quite challenging. They reported these deterrents to advocacy in parent confer-
ences: late notices and inflexible scheduling, limited time, emphasis on paperwork
rather than participation and interaction, use of jargon, and the structure of power
that favored school professionals.

Special education provides a requirement for parent participation but does
not require a truly collaborative partnership between parents and professionals,
one based on communication with and empowerment of families. Harry (1992)
identified several aspects of the family-school relationship that are especially crit-
ical for children’s transition to kindergarten. First, a collaborative approach for
understanding children’s difficulties in school is needed. According to Harry, not
involving families collaboratively in the identification of children’s learning prob-
lems “creates an avenue not for dialogue but rather an adversarial type of contest”
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(1992, p. 163). Second, parents want their children to do well in school, but it is
hard for parents to challenge authority when they also need to entrust their chil-
dren’s welfare to educators. Harry (1992) noted that it is difficult for parents to
challenge professionals in the absence of information, particularly when there is a
lack of understanding of the importance or meaning of an event within the spe-
cial education system. Third, parents expected and wanted to trust the school and
were more comfortable when relationships with professionals had a personal
tone. Knowing little about the system, some parents were intimidated and fearful
of finding out more, in part because their participation seldom resulted in what
they desired. Furthermore, each additional communication added a source of con-
fusion and frustration.

A major conclusion of this study is that professionals’ goals and parents’
needs must be coordinated. Harry stated,

I would like to suggest that perhaps there is indeed low motivation—not with re-
gard to their children’s needs but with regard to participation in activities whose
form and style fail to address parents’ real information needs or utilize a learning
style with which parents can be comfortable. (1992, p. 234)

Harry (1992) recommended restructuring the way discourse between parents
and professionals is structured, which means moving parents from a primarily
singular role of consent giver to one including four roles: assessors, presenters of
reports, policy makers, and advocates/peer supporters. The provision of recipro-
cal rather than one-way discourse provides an opportunity for professionals to
begin the process of developing collaborative practice.

Models for Family-School Connections

One of the main conclusions from family-school research is that there is no pre-
scription for developing family involvement programs in education. After an ex-
tensive review of the literature, Kagan (1984) appropriately suggested instead that
educators and parents need to be guided by two questions, what forms of parent
participation are desirable and feasible and what strategies can we employ to
achieve them? According to Schorr, “Successful programs find interventions can-
not be routinized or applied uniformly. . . . Successful programs see the child in
the context of the family and the family in the context of its surroundings” (1989,
p. 257). Family involvement programs are no exception. Two well-researched
models of family—school partnerships emphasize the importance of roles and re-
sponsibilities and the relationship between families and school personnel. How-
ever, this chapter contends that they differ in the weighting given to each in their
approaches.

Epstein (1995), who conceptualized the relationship between family and school
as one of overlapping spheres of influence that exist for the benefit of children’s
learning, socialization, and development, also contended that a comprehensive
partnership program includes six types of family involvement. These six types are
as follows: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision
making, and collaborating with community groups. In her framework, she em-
ployed an action team comprised of parent and teacher representatives, commu-
nity professionals, and students to guide the development of a comprehensive,
© led, and integrated program to organize, implement, and evaluate options for
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the six types. Epstein (1995) offered a structured process, including specific steps
to take and questions to ask, for the team developing the program. In particular,
she encouraged the team to focus on present strengths for involving families
(e.g., What practices of school/family/community partnerships are now working
well for the school?); needed changes (e.g., How do we want school/ family /com-
munity partnerships to work in 3 years?); expectations (e.g., What do teachers ex-
pect of families?, What do families expect of school personnel?); sense of commu-
nity (e.g., Which families are we reaching? Which families have we yet to reach?);
and links to goals (e.g., How might family/school/community connections assist
the school in helping more students to perform with greater success?). Her rec-
ommended structure places the onus on the school for reaching out to all families.
A major contribution she has made in her work is that educators now are focused
on examining why and how families are systematically excluded because of cur-
rent school practices.

Epstein’s (1995) framework, primarily concerned with a mechanism for schools
to develop integrated family-school partnership programs to enhance the success
of all students, placed a major focus on the roles and responsibilities of families
and schools. With the recognition that the process takes 3-5 years, Epstein (1995)
suggested that teams need to address two questions: How can the process ensure
that the school-family—community partnership will continue to improve its struc-
ture, processes, and practices in order to increase the number of families that are
partners with the school in their children’s education, and what opportunities will
teachers, parents, and students have to share information on successful practices
as well as to strengthen and maintain their efforts?

In contrast, Comer (1995) placed greater emphasis on the relationship be-
tween parents and teachers—and families and schools—than on the structural
aspects for creating the relationship. He proposed that “it is the attachment and
identification with a meaningful adult that motivates or reinforces a child’s de-
sire to learn” (Comer, 1984, p. 327). He also argued that schools can and should
be redesigned to reduce alienation and negative interaction among staff, admin-
istrators, and parents in an effort to promote a strong, positive attachment for stu-
dents to school. In the School Development Program, or what is often referred to
as the Comer process, “the organizational or management system between fam-
ily and school is based on knowledge of child development and relationship is-
sues” (Comer et al., 1996, p. 8). Changing the interface between family and
school, according to Comer and his colleagues (1996), requires trust; interven-
tions demand a new way of working and a new way of thinking, which is a rel-
atively tall task because individuals do not change easily, especially when they
feel like strangers. The three guiding principles of the program—consensus, col-
laboration, and no fault—nurture a positive climate between families and school
personnel.

Three mechanisms are used to facilitate the family-school connection, espe-
cially the orientation that both systems must accept responsibility for change. The
School Planning and Management Team—usually facilitated by the principal and
comprised of three parents, three teachers, and a school psychologist or social
worker—sets policies and procedures, coordinates activities, and engages in stra-
tegic planning with key stakeholders. In this model of shared governance, the
needs of students, parents, and educators are addressed. The team does not sim-
ply include parents and assume their physical presence represents parent input.
O :nts are valued, active participants in problem solving for ways to enhance
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children’s development on six pathways: psychological, social, cognitive, ethical,
language, and physical. The Parent Team involves parents at every level of school
activity (classroom assistant, decision making), and the Student and Staff Support
Team addresses schoolwide prevention issues and manages individual student
cases. These teams operate with the philosophy of consensus, collaboration, and
no fault and coordinate with the comprehensive school plan; staff development
opportunities, which include parents and teachers as colearners; and a schoolwide
student assessment and monitoring system.

The Comer process represents changes in the structural relationship between
family and school. One theoretical base for his process is ecological, that is, Comer
believed that to change students’ attitudes, achievement, and behavior, one must
change interactions within the system or parts of the system that have an impact
on the individual. Structure as defined by roles and responsibilities is not the cor-
nerstone of this model. Rather, relationships vis-a-vis children’s/adolescents’ de-
velopment dominate; “the three teams in the Comer model use consensus, collab-
oration, and no-fault with the aim of the optimal development of each child along
the six developmental pathways” (Comer et al., 1996, p. 30).

The work of two other individuals is also noteworthy. Swap’s (1993) analysis
of the assumptions, as well as merits and limitations, of four models of home-
school relationships (protective, school-to-home transmission, curriculum enrich-
ment, and partnership) underscored the significance of a philosophical orienta-
tion and/or policy for explaining qualitatively different practices across families
and schools. Her categorization highlighted the importance of families and schools
deciding together what kind of relationship works. The assumption that continu-
ity of learning between home and school is of critical importance for encouraging
children’s learning is a defining feature of three of the models; however, each
model implements unique parent involvement strategies. For example, educators
have the primary responsibility to communicate with families about their chil-
dren’s progress, school policies and programs, and parent involvement oppor-
tunities in the school-to-home transmission model. Interactive learning and in-
volving parents from the community is very characteristic of the curriculum
enrichment model. Similar to Comer, only in the partnership model do collabora-
tive relationships permeate all areas of school culture. Implementation of this
model requires a progressive paradigm shift for parents and educators alike, be-
cause parents, educators, and the community work together to determine goals
for education, with a focus on local autonomy and control. Swap’s analysis sug-
gested the need to work as partners regardless of whether a traditionally oriented
approach (i.e., school-to-home transmission model) or a partnership-oriented ap-
proach (i.e., partnership model) is selected.

Weiss, Director of the Family-School Collaboration Center in New York City,
argued that family—school relationships must focus first and foremost on the in-
terface between family and school so that a collaborative climate becomes the
norm (Weiss & Edwards, 1992). This norm applies to interactions between parents
and educators regarding both issues for an individual child as well as those for
group problem solving, which allows families and educators an opportunity for
mutual support in finding solutions to schooling problems (e.g., school vandal-
ism). Prerequisites for successful partnership efforts include administrative sup-
port for partnerships and a zeal for relaying this message to teachers; use of a
home-school partnership coordinating council, staffed by administrators, teach-
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ers, support staff, and parents, to map the course for the school’s efforts; and a
family—school coordinator, who has the immediate responsibility for organization
and implementation of activities.

It should be clear that partnership, regardless of the individual approach,
goes well beyond the view that families have an impact on children’s learning
and, therefore, a place in the school, toward advocating mutual contributions of
parents and teachers to children’s learning. Parents are not merely supporters of
the school; rather, they are vital and irreplaceable partners in the educative
process. It should also be clear that the focus of these models is on gains for stu-
dents. What may not be as clear is that the approaches differ in their “weighting”
of the centrality given to roles/responsibilities and the relationship.

Summary

Empirical support for family involvement in education as a means for enhancing
student achievement and performance in school is strong. Family involvement is a
positive correlate of several school performance indicators. Opportunities for fam-
ily involvement are important, and Epstein’s (1995) typology of family-school part-
nership activities is becoming a common organizational structure for K through 12
schools. The value of a family-school team for guiding the process of developing
programs, as well as the elements of collaboration and characteristics of effective
programs, is known. Yet, school practices for family involvement in education,
particularly for working with families as partners, are defined more by rhetoric
than reality.

The issue is not whether family involvement in education works or whether
there is consensus about family influences on children’s learning (see Chapter 2).
The question, at this point, is not, what the factors are that help to increase the
probability of student success in school. Research has demonstrated the signifi-
cance of families in children’s learning and development. Although family factors
or out-of-school time influences on various indicators of children’s school perfor-
mance can be readily listed, the continuing influence of the family learning envi-
ronment on students’ attitudes, behavior, and achievement through grade 12 is
not so often acknowledged. Much more is known about the effect of families on
students’ schooling experiences, whereas much less is known about the process of
implementing family-school partnerships, especially from a mesosystemic orien-
tation. Systematic investigation of the effect of a partnership approach on stu-
dents’ development and school performance is warranted.

LIVE AND LEARN PROJECT

A contention of the Live and Learn Project, a University of Minnesota project
funded by the Minnesota Extension Service, is that many family involvement ef-
forts have not been grounded in theory, particularly those related to the develop-
ment of children and youth. It seems that researchers are not asking (and answer-
ing) what contextual influences enhance learning and development for children
and youth, what conditions facilitate students’ learning and achievement, or what
it takes for a child to develop an identity as a learner. The field of medicine rou-
tinely tells individuals what to eat to reduce the probability of having colon can-
cer, or what foods increase the probability of having coronary heart disease. This
medical analogy is consistent with the goal of the Live and Learn Project, which
Q
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is to disseminate empirically supported information about conditions that help
school-age children to be responsible, productive learners.

Project personnel have assumed that school is children’s work. Additional as-
sumptions that underlie the project’s conceptualization of developing learners are
as follows:

¢ Student success in school is mutually determined by student characteristics,
the family environment, and the school environment.

¢ Qut-of-school time provides important learning opportunities.
* Both parents and teachers are educators, but not all of education is schooling.

* The stronger the knowledge of each other, the stronger the bond is between
home and school.

e Children perform in school according to how they see the importance of
education.

¢ There are many ways in which teachers and families address students’ needs
for fostering learning.

The first task of the project was to identify alterable family, school, and com-
munity influences on children’s learning in grades K through 12. As literature
from the three areas was read simultaneously, remarkable similarities were found
in the kinds of contextual influences that enhance student learning (Christenson
& Christenson, 1998). Based on a comprehensive review, it was found that stu-
dents perform best when they have standards to work toward, support for learn-
ing, opportunity to learn, a structure to work within, positive relationships with
adults, and good role models for learning from families and schools. Thus, there
is evidence for a common set of factors regardless of the child’s microsystem.

It was also found that family and school databases consist of primarily corre-
lational studies, with reported significant correlations generally in the low-to-
moderate to moderate range. A major strength of these databases is replication of
findings. The size of the correlation is not as important as the consistency and di-
rection of findings, which suggest convergence in the family and school factors
critical for children’s learning. Returning to the medical analogy, identification of
correlates of students’ school performance allows one to speak only in terms of
probabilities, either creating conditions that increase the likelihood that the stu-
dent will be more successful in school or reducing the student’s risk of school fail-
ure. The six factors for family and school influences—standards and expectations,
structure, opportunity to learn, support, climate/relationships, and modeling—
are summarized in this section.

Standards and Expectations

Standards and expectations refer to the level of expected performance held by key
adults for youth. Student success in school is facilitated when parents and teachers
clearly state expectations for student performance, set specific goals and standards
for desired behavior and performance, discuss expectations with youth, emphasize
children’s effort when completing tasks, and ensure that youth understand the
consequences for not meeting expectations. Academic achievement is positively
correlated with realistic, high parent and teacher expectations for children’s school
performance. The following is known regarding standards and expectations:
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Parents’ estimates of their children’s abilities have long-term effects on achieve-
ment (Entwisle & Hayduk, 1988).

Realistic and accurate parent expectations (i.e., those close to the child’s actual
performance) are associated with children’s superior performance on cogni-
tive tasks (Scott-Jones, 1988).

Parent expectations for children to read, to learn math, and to request verbal
responses from their children (Hess & Holloway, 1984), for postsecondary out-
comes (Clark, 1993; Eagle, 1989), and for continued achievement and hard
work in school—defined as "“press for achievement” by Marjoribanks (1979)—
are associated with better academic performance.

Parents’ use of effort attributions is related to positive academic performance
(Stevenson & Lee, 1990).

Student performance is higher in classrooms in which teacher expectations for
the student’s learning (i.e., lesson goal) and the student’s performance (i.e., fol-
lowing instructions) are explicitly stated (Kagan, 1992).

Student achievement is improved when instructors hold high expectations for
all students and expect students to respond (Brophy & Good, 1986).

Goal ambitiousness is associated positively with achievement gains for both
special education (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Deno, 1985) and mainstreamed youth
(Levin, 1987).

Structure

Structure refers to the overall routine and monitoring provided by key adults for
youth. Students’ success in school is facilitated when both families and schools
provide a consistent pattern of events and age-appropriate monitoring and su-
pervision. Students perform better in school when they understand their schedule
of daily activities, directions for schoolwork, rules for behavior, and so on. The fol-
lowing regarding structure and student performance is known:

A regular family routine and priority given to schoolwork to ensure adequate
time for reading, studying, and completion of schoolwork are associated with
better academic performance (Kellaghan et al., 1993). '

Parental monitoring of the use of children’s out-of-school time (Clark, 1983),
homework completion (Cooper, 1989), television viewing (Keith, Reimers,
Fehrmann, Pottebaum, & Aubrey, 1986), and students’ performance in school
(Fehrmann et al., 1987) is also significantly related to better grades.

Authoritative parenting is positively associated with achievement and psy-
chosocial maturity for elementary and secondary students (Dornbusch, Ritter,
Leiderman, Roberts, & Fraleigh, 1987; Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 1989).

In addition, high-achieving classrooms are characterized by the following:

An academic, task-oriented focus (Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986)
High rates of academic learning time (Marliave & Filby, 1985)

Systematic use of effective classroom strategies for regular and special educa-
tion students (Anderson, Evertson, & Brophy, 1979; Englert & Thomas, 1982)
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¢ Teacher monitoring of student progress toward the intended goal (Gettinger,
1984; Waxman, Wang, Anderson, & Walberg, 1985)

Opportunity to Learn

Opportunity to learn refers to the variety of learning options available to youth in
the home, at school, and within the community. Student success in school is facil-
itated when youth are provided with various tools for learning, such as reading
materials, access to clubs and organizations, varied teaching strategies, and time
to practice and master new skills. Also, it is enhanced when the key adults in the
youth’s life communicate with each other. The following correlations can be made
regarding opportunity and youth:

¢ The involvement of youth in constructive learning activities outside school is
associated with higher achievement (Clark, 1990).

* High levels of verbal guidance, exposure to vocabulary, complex language
usage, and frequent dialogue between parents and children are associated
with academic achievement (Hart & Risley, 1995; Kellaghan et al., 1993).

e The availability of learning resources (Bradley & Caldwell, 1976; Hess, Hol-
loway, Price, & Dickson, 1982) and learning opportunities in homes (Peng &
Lee, 1992) is correlated with achievement.

* The amount, encouragement, and discussion of leisure reading are associated
with reading performance (Graue, Weinstein, & Walberg, 1983).

* Time spent with parents and siblings completing family tasks is associated
with healthier youth development (Benson, 1997).

* The amount of time allocated to instruction and spent on academic pursuits
positively correlates to academic achievement for all students, regardless of
whether they are labeled at risk, typical, or in need of special education
(Greenwood, 1991).

¢ The opportunity to respond in classrooms is associated with reading and math
gains for at-risk and nonrisk students (Greenwood, Delquadri, & Hall, 1984).

¢ The time needed to learn contributes significantly to learning (Gettinger, 1984).

* Regularly assigned, checked, and graded homework that is related to daily
lessons is correlated with student achievement (Walberg, Paschal, & Wein-
stein,.1985).

Support

Support refers to the guidance provided by, the communication between, and the
interest shown by adults to facilitate student progress in school. This progress is fa-
cilitated when adults give frequent verbal support and praise; provide youth with
regular, explicit feedback; talk directly to youth about schoolwork and activities;
and teach problem-solving and negotiation skills. It is what adults do on an ongo-
ing basis to help youth learn and achieve. Positive family correlates of academic
achievement for elementary- and secondary-level students include the following;:

* Parental interest in children’s academic and personal growth (Walberg, 1984)

* Strong parental encouragement of academic pursuits (Clark, 1983) and a sup-
portive learning environment when grades are lower than desired (Dornbusch
Q & Ritter, 1992)
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* Fostering children’s interest and skill in reading and math (Hess & Holloway,
1984)

* Orienting a student’s attention to learning opportunities (Hess & Holloway,
1984)

* Recognizing and encouraging the child’s special talents (Bloom, 1985)

* Talking with children about schoolwork (Peng & Lee, 1992) and participating
in meaningful ways with their children’s school (Comer, 1984, 1995)

* Amount of additional supportive behaviors related to homework completion
(Clark, 1993)

* Discussing the value of a good education and possible career options (Mitr-
somwang & Hawley, 1993)

Other important correlates include the following:

* Neutral, task-specific, immediate, and frequent praise is related positively to
student achievement (Brophy & Good, 1986).

* Feedback based on continuous monitoring and appropriate instructional mod-
ifications for student skill level are associated with learning gains for students
with and without special learning needs (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986).

¢ Students who are directly taught thinking skills and use learning strategies
complete more schoolwork and have higher grades (Weinstein & Mayer, 1986).

* Motivational strategies that emphasize personal effort (Dweck, 1991), setting
goals (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986), maintaining student engagement with the learn-
ing task (Ainley, 1993), and teacher emphasis on knowledge or skills to be
gained from completion of the learning task (Brophy, 1983) have been shown
to enhance academic performance.

Climate/Relationships

Climate/relationships refers to the amount of warmth and friendliness and praise
and recognition received and the degree to which the adult-youth relationship is
positive and respectful. These relationships are facilitated by cooperative, accept-
ing environments; a nonblaming relationship between home and school; and en-
couragement, praise, and involvement in the youth'’s life from key adults. The de-
gree of continuity of these relationships and interactions, between adults at home
and at school, will greatly influence the degree of academic achievement of the
youth. Climate/relationships is how adults in the home, school, and community
help youths to be learners.

The following observations can be made regarding climate/relationships and
academic achievement in children:

* A parent—hild relationship characterized by parental acceptance, nurturance,
encouragement, involvement, and responsiveness to the child’s needs and
level of development is positively associated with academic achievement (Hess
& Holloway, 1984) and the likelihood children will initiate and persist in chal-
lenging and intellectual tasks (Estrada et al., 1987).

* DPositive self-esteem and low anxiety for youth from eight cultures was corre-
lated with family harmony and nurturance (Scott, Scott, & McCabe, 1991).

* Continuity between home and school environments and use of a nonblaming,
@ »>roblem-solving approach to resolve concerns and develop programs are re-
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lated positively to students” academic and social functioning (Comer, 1995;
Hansen, 1986).

* Students, regardless of age, ability, subject area, or learning task, achieve more
in cooperative rather than competitive, individualistic learning structures (John-
son, Maruyama, Johnson, Nelson, & Skon, 1981).

* A positive teacher-student relationship where the student feels supported and
connected to school has been successful in reducing the probability of drop-
ping out (Whelage & Rutter, 1986).

* Support, encouragement, and gentle, positive praise were more influential fac-
tors than challenging tasks and high expectations in motivating students from
low SES backgrounds (Brophy & Good, 1986).

Other researchers have found that positive adult-student relationships have
an impact on students’ achievement-related beliefs, academic performance, and
engagement in school (Clark, 1990; Connell, Halpern-Felsher, Clifford, Crichlow,
& Usinger, 1995).

Modeling

Modeling refers to how adults demonstrate desired behaviors and commitment/
value toward learning and working hard in their daily lives. Student success at
school is enhanced when teachers establish an academically demanding class-
room that has clearly defined objectives, explicit instructions, and an orderly and
efficient environment, and when the parent(s) or other adults read, ask questions,
discuss the importance/ value of education, set long-term goals, and are able to in-
tervene and be involved with youth’s schooling. Modeling appears to be influ-
enced by both the attitudes and behaviors of parents and teachers. According to
Maccoby and Martin (1984), children attend to, respond to, and follow the behav-
ior of salient models more often than models whose words and actions are incon-
gruent. The following regarding modeling is known:

* A positive family correlate of academic achievement is the degree to which par-
ents model learning by using reading or math at home (Eagle, 1989; Hess &
Holloway, 1984) and appreciating learning, self-discipline, and hard work by
asking questions and engaging in conversations about achievement resulting
from hard work (Clark, 1993; Mitrsomwang & Hawley, 1993; Rumberger, 1995).

e Teachers who establish academic objectives and model a task-oriented attitude
for their students elicit higher student achievement than those who fail to
establish clear objectives, are unable to accomplish academic objectives due to
poor management skills, or establish primarily affective objectives (Brophy,
1986).

¢ Teachers who used instructional talk that made “visible their invisible think-
ing” while teaching reading comprehension had students who performed bet-
ter on reading assignments and achievement tests (Duffy et al., 1986).

Summary

These six factors are readily applied to children from birth to school entrance.
Based on a review of the literature for preschoolers, it appears that home and
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school influences that help to facilitate the development of preschool children,
particularly for school-related tasks, are the following:

* An enriching environment (e.g., material and personal resources, interaction
with others, play, amount of reading)

* Management/discipline practices (e.g., understanding family rules; guidance
in teaching, such as reasoning and explanation; affirmations)

¢ Responsivity /support (e.g., warm, nurturing relationship; positive adult-child
relationship when teaching)

* Language (e.g., exposure, interaction with others, use of language facilitators)
(Christenson, 1996)

In addition, preschoolers benefit (or are being prepared for school-related
tasks) from specific interactions with caregivers. Caregivers positively affect the
learning of preschoolers when they

* Model reading and writing to children frequently

¢ Talk to children frequently, provide positive feedback, and foster vocabulary
development by explaining the meaning of words and describing objects in
the environment

* Incorporate language, reading, and writing into play themes with children,
such as singing silly songs that substitute sounds and playing rhyming games

¢ Develop environments that are “literacy rich,” with print materials and learn-
ing resources available to children to help foster their identities as learners and
prepare them for the tasks of school

In summary, families and educators have a shared vested interest in children
and youth when they are students: Both homes and schools provide opportunities
for students to learn. Schools and teachers alone seldom help students achieve
their full academic potential. This is not an indictment of schools or teachers but a
fact of child development. Students’ personal investment in and interest for learn-
ing are influenced by the degree to which home and school environments—in
concert—create optimal conditions for learning. Six factors have been suggested as
an empirically supported framework for creating shared meaning between fami-
lies and schools. A way to conceptualize family-school relationships is consider-
ing the presence of two curricula—the curriculum of the school and the curricu-
lum of the home—as well as the significance of communication between families
and schools to maintain a consistency of influence and to handle conflict. Because
children traverse family and school contexts, the degree to which their primary so-
cializing agents—parents and teachers—have developed a sense of shared mean-
ing (Pianta & Walsh, 1996) or a common language about conditions that enhance
children’s learning may be integral to the success of collaborative relationships.

THE FUTURE: RESEARCH, TRAINING, AND POLICY

Based on the information presented in this chapter, the nature of the family—school
relationship vis-a-vis student learning is the seminal issue for the future. The crit-
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ical question is, How can sustaining relationships between educators and parents
be constructed to enhance children’s learning and development? The lack of an
ecological, systems perspective for understanding children’s development and
learning in practice is a barrier. It is seldom asked what contextual influences en-
hance learning and development of children and youth or what conditions help
children to make a personal investment in learning. Much more is known about
the outcomes of family involvement in education than about the process of im-
plementation. The focus is more often on what schools do, can do, and/or should
do to achieve higher student achievement. Such a focus suggests the responsibil-
ity for educational outcomes lies with schools, ignoring that the informal educa-
tion in homes is a prerequisite for formal education in schools (Bronfenbrenner,
1991). Roles for families and schools exist; each system contributes to the educa-
tional performance of children. To date, the approach to understanding the sig-
nificance of families and the contributions of schools to children’s learning has
been too fragmented. Restructuring the relationship between home and schools to
create mutual support for addressing child-related concerns will require a serious
examination of issues related to the rights, responsibilities, and resources of stu-
dents, families, and schools.

The clear demarcation between early intervention and K through 12 educa-
tion defies the notion of constructing sustaining relationships between families
and schools for children’s development and learning. As children make the tran-
sition to kindergarten, it is important to note that the receiving system, K through
12, has characteristically been less ready to interface with families from a part-
nership approach than the early intervention system. This is no small matter. For
example, children’s acquisition of language is both a visible expression of devel-
opment and a key to subsequent learning and school achievement. Not only is
there evidence that children need to be prepared for school learning (Campbell &
Ramey, 1994), but there also is evidence that K through 12 education could bene-
fit from aligning with the family support principles that are characteristic of early
intervention practices. The transition to school may be the linchpin in establishing
a strong family-school connection for learning; therefore, the comprehensive pro-
gram recommended by the family support movement makes sense. It recommends
that family-school connections be organized as a continuum across development,
that they address unique circumstances to enhance success for all students, and
that they consist of the following three components: school readiness; parent in-
volvement, which empowers parents to take an active role in education of children
in grades K through 12; and school-linked services aimed at improving achieve-
ment by ensuring that the health and social needs of all children are met.

Roles and relationships for families and schools must be differentiated. To be
serious about sustained relationships between families and schools for children’s
learning and development, it must be recognized that each system has a role to
play and that each system has to accept responsibility. Families and schools have
always played a role in children’s learning. In practice, communication about
roles based on a partnership approach, however, has occurred infrequently. It is
noteworthy that roles recommended by the U.S. Department of Education train-
ing materials reflect mutuality, specifically recommending that home and school
act as co-advisors, advocates, and decision makers; co-teachers; co-learners; co-
supporters; and co-communicators (Moles, 1993). Also, the value of a common
language (i.e., six Live and Learn factors) is that it assumes families and schools
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have active roles to play and encourages families, school personnel, and students
to discuss each other’s responsibilities. A specific responsibility for families or
schools is not designated because of the need to be sensitive to the rights of fami-
lies and schools and the availability of differential resources from families and
schools for fostering children’s learning.

Throughout the literature, references to roles often reflect those for the school
or the family. When roles are coordinated and complementary across family and
school contexts, a relationship between the partners is evident. Acknowledging
the rights, responsibilities, and resources of parents, teachers, and students helps
them think of their relationship differently—one which moves from the concept of
relationships in terms of service delivery—of “provider” and “client”; of “profes-
sionals” and “target populations”—to one of complementary efforts toward com-
mon goals (Seeley, 1985). The issue of time as a barrier can no longer be ignored.
That is, time is often found to handle a crisis or conflict between families and
schools, but usually at the expense perhaps of not having time for dialogue, learn-
ing from each other, interaction, and building a relationship.

Research

Our understanding of the potential effect of the family—school interface on chil-
dren’s learning is limited and students’ transition to school is an ideal time to con-
duct longitudinal research using a mesosystemic perspective. Studies examining
attitudes, perceptions, or behaviors in the family or school microsystem in relation
to children’s learning or studies that provide evidence for the additive effects of
parent involvement have been primarily conducted. To advance the knowledge of
the effect of the family-school interface on children’s learning, research must move
beyond these preexisting models. The effect of the reciprocal influence of family
and school messages about learning and practices on student motivation and be-
havior must be examined.

Because the understanding of what constitutes an effective family—school
relationship under specific conditions and for varied populations is limited, sys-
tematic examination of process-related variables in intervention studies is war-
ranted. The current database is replete with descriptive studies, suggesting posi-
tive outcomes when families are involved in education. Building relationships
between families and schools is complex and multifaceted but feasible. Much like
partners in business, partners in education must work hard to clarify their mutual
interests in the children they share (Rutherford, 1995). It is suggested that these
critical process variables for understanding how to develop sustaining relation-
ships between families and schools—rights, responsibilities, and resources for the
partners—must be better understood. What are parents’, teachers’, and students’
rights, responsibilities, and resources? How are these three variables interrelated?
How do they influence interventions implemented?

These, however, are not the only questions. First, there are many questions re-
lated to the conditions for connecting families and schools. For example, why are
some educators so wary of families? Or, what are the consequences of imple-
menting a family involvement program before trust between home and school is
established? Perhaps the field needs to recognize that the research is moving in a
direction of mandating family involvement (e.g., Goal 8), raising issues about
whether what really matters in the family-school relationship can be mandated.
Is it possible to respect each other, make joint decisions, and engage in honest,
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clear two-way communication, all defining features of collaboration, without
trust? What is the relationship between trust and school performance? Other re-
lated questions are, how are attitudes about family involvement in education ac-
quired, and do our attitudes influence the types of activities supported at the
school? Finally, given their skills, knowledge, and time constraints, what are
meaningful roles for all families in education? Some families need information;
some need information and attention to unique family circumstances; and some
need information, attention, and ongoing support to be active participants in fa-
cilitating their children’s learning and development. Could the same be said of
educators—whether teachers, administrators, or support personnel—with respect
to the relationship with families?

Second, there are questions related to the significance of family involvement
in education. How should the significance of family involvement in education be
communicated? Although programs that provide parents with information about
the significance of their involvement and its impact on levels of achievement ap-
pear to be a viable approach, the extent to which information alone alters parent
attitudes, and subsequently behavior, remains to be demonstrated. In addition,
the distinction between achievement and learning is relevant. Is it the case that
school reform discussions that include parent involvement overemphasize aca-
demic performance? Do we really want family involvement at school, or is the
real need a universal recognition of the essential role the family plays in enhanc-
ing student success? Could it be that enhancing learning at home and valuing
learning in out-of-school time may be more important for child outcomes than
establishing a comprehensive family-school partnership program? Thinking of
achievement as the product of education may reinforce exclusive responsibility on
schools, whereas thinking of learning as the product of education, as suggested by
Seeley (1985), may reinforce shared responsibility between families and schools
for the educational status of youth.

Third, many questions relate to communication between home and school.
For example, how do we address the social and physical distance between home
and school, and what kinds of opportunities for dialogue (not monologue) are fea-
sible, relevant, or efficient? We know personal contact between home and school
is identified as an essential feature for developing a home-school connection for
many families and educators. This raises the question, how can preferences for
style of communication be addressed and still result in a doable program for fam-
ilies and school personnel?

In a collaborative family-school relationship, educators consider the family’s
viewpoint and encourage the family to consider the school’s viewpoint to attain a
mutual, shared understanding of student behavior across environments. To de-
velop sustaining relationships between families and schools the key elements of
problem solving must be better understood. Although problem-solving structures
exist, they often omit what may be crucial elements, such as perspective taking,
opportunity to learn from each other, and sharing constraints of each system
(e.g., available resources). Without an opportunity for families and educators to
co-construct the “bigger picture” to understand child performance and the pres-
ence of a cooperating attitude between the partners, which means partners strive
to attain a common goal while coordinating their feelings and perspective with
awareness of another’s feelings and perspective, finger pointing and blame across
the socializing agents may continue. For example, one of the objectives of the Na-
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tional Education Goal 1 is to recognize parents as their children’s first teachers and
as having a lifelong influence on their children’s values, attitudes, and aspirations.
The assessment of progress in relation to this objective involves indexing how
many parents read to their children daily. At best, this index would seem to pro-
vide a narrow picture and is contrary to the flexibility needed to develop sustain-
ing relationships for children’s learning. All families and schools have a responsi-
bility to create a nation of readers, but the specific responsibility for the family and
school needs to be negotiated depending on the resources (e.g., reading ability of
family) available. In some cases the schools will need to take the lead to eliminate
or reduce barriers to parents’ involvement with reading at home by providing op-
portunities for the parents to learn ways to provide support for their children’s
learning. Clearly, effective problem-solving skills are fundamental.

Finally, questions about the appropriate boundary between families and
school are often asked. Establishing the goal of the family—school partnership as
working together to enhance school success for students provides a, permeable
boundary. Although it is helpful to always maintain the relationship around edu-
cational issues, it is acknowledged that some students also need family-based bar-
riers to learning removed (Adelman, 1996). Schools that make linkages with re-
sources in the community help involve parents with their child’s education as well
as meet other needs in the family that might impede the healthy development of
children (Brice-Heath & McLaughlin, 1987). Although service integration appears
to be a promising approach, the effect of this approach on children’s learning is
yet to be documented.

Policy and Training

According to Rutherford (1995), “current school-level policies and expectations
tend to center on what parents can provide for teachers and schools rather than
what teachers and schools can provide for parents” (p. 15). If school personnel are
serious about sustaining relationships between families and schools for children,
the focus of a policy, as suggested by Brice-Heath and McLaughlin (1987), should
be on children and the conditions that help children develop. Policy, evident in Na-
tional Education Goals 1 and 8, must be understood as a framework that requires
supportive mechanisms to be successful. For example, policy without training for
school personnel on how to communicate with parents as partners is meaning-
less. Training extends beyond sharing a list of 10 easy ways to involve families; it
must focus primarily on strategies for establishing a mutual understanding of the
family—-school relationship for children’s learning through dialogue about fami-
lies” and educators’ desires, rights, responsibilities, and resources.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Children’s transition to kindergarten marks a critical juncture for focusing on the
family-school relationship to enhance children’s learning. Altering the current
“rhetoric rut” about family involvement in grades K through 12 demands train-
ing, policies, and practices based on an understanding of the ecological develop-
ment of children and youth. According to Coleman (1987), the impact of the ero-
sion of social capital is that a growing number of children are unprepared to
perform successfully in school. It has been suggested that addressing the question,
how can social capital be generated where it does not naturally occur, ought to be
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the premier policy question of the 1990s. A constructive relationship between fam-
ilies and schools is one way to provide an opportunity to increase social capital for
children and youth.

In this chapter, it is suggested that a constructive, sustained relationship be-
tween families and schools depends on creating a common language to discuss the
roles of families and schools and shaping the relationship through dialogue about
rights, responsibilities, and available resources for the developing child. Finally,
conceptualizing a constructive family-school relationship as an outcome of stu-
dents’ successful transition to school, one to be maintained across subsequent years,
offers much promise for attaining the safety net desired for children and youth.
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Chapter 7

Changing Schools for Changing Families

Gary B. Melton
Susan P. Limber
Terri L. Teague

THE CHANGING CONTEXT

In the last generation of the 20th century, extraordinary changes in family struc-
ture took place in the United States. Between 1960 and 1989, the fertility rate de-
clined by one half, the rate of births outside marriage quadrupled, the number of
married mothers of children younger than age 6 working outside the home
tripled, and the divorce rate quadrupled (Popenoe, 1990, 1993).

At the same time that the number of adults per household has been declin-
ing, the demands on parents have been increasing. The time available for family
life continues to decrease (Mellman, Lazarus, & Rivlin, 1990), and young mothers
experience more stress than any other segment of the population (Mirowsky &
Ross, 1989).

Furthermore, young families commonly experience frequent major disrup-
tions in their social support. One in four young children lives in a different home
from his or her residence a year ago (Bureau of the Census, 1990). In communities
experiencing high mobility (e.g., many communities in the West), this figure is
substantially higher. Among families with few economic assets, mobility is even
higher still. For example, among apartment residents, the annual turnover rate is
65% (Szymanski, 1996).

Correspondence should be addressed to Susan P. Limber, Ph.D., M.L.S., at the Institute
on Family and Neighborhood Life, Clemson University, Poole Agricultural Center, Clem-
son, SC 29634 (phone: 864-656-6271; fax: 864-656-6281).
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This decrease in adult human resources in young families is occurring at the
same time that their average material support is diminishing (for reviews, see
Garbarino, 1992, & Voyndanoff, 1991). Since the 1960s, poverty has become sub-
stantially more sustained and geographically concentrated (see, e.g., Coulton &
Pandey, 1992). These trends (i.e., sustained poverty, geographic concentration of
poverty) have been particularly pronounced among young families. For the first
time in U.S. history, the economic outlook for children is bleaker than any other
age group (Moynihan, 1987; National Commission on Children, 1991). Further-
more, the fact that most young families cannot yet afford to own their own homes
(Johnson, Sumi, & Weill, 1988), combined with the high geographic mobility al-
ready common among families just getting started, may mean that they are even
less likely to develop relationships with their neighbors—a specific example of a
more general trend.

The Age of Alienation

While many young American families are threatened by economic poverty or
near-poverty, social poverty—weak ties among neighbors and kin—has become
endemic. In an exceptionally broad and insightful integration of political and so-
cial trends, comparative political scientist Robert Putnam (1995) summarized the
contemporary American situation as “bowling alone,” a situation that he regards
as threatening democracy in the United States and perhaps other industrialized
countries.

“Bowling alone” is the encapsulation of a sharp decline in Americans’ in-
volvement in civic life (Putnam, 1995). Between 1980 and 1993, the total number
of bowlers in the United States increased by 10% to 80 million, but league bowl-
ing decreased by 40%. Since the 1970s, membership has dropped precipitously in
political, religious, fraternal, educational, humanitarian, and civic organizations—
virtually every kind of organization that demands social interaction or volunteer
service. Whether the venue is the voting booth, the union hall, or the Parent-
Teacher Association meeting, many fewer Americans are present than were in at-
tendance a generation ago. As Putnam acerbically noted, “multitudes of Red
Cross aides and Boy Scout troop leaders [are] now missing in action” (1995, p. 70).

However, membership has grown rapidly in mass membership organiza-
tions, such as the American Association of Retired Persons, the Sierra Club, and
the National Rifle Association, which require no more effort from their members
than writing a check. Putnam succinctly described the kind of organizations that
they are and, by extension, the kind of society that the United States has become:

Few ever attend meetings of such organizations, and most are unlikely ever
(knowingly) to encounter any other member. The bond between any two mem-
bers of the Sierra Club is less like the bond between any two members of a gar-
dening club and more like the bond between any two Red Sox fans (or perhaps
any two devoted Honda owners): they root for the same team and they share
some of the same interests, but they are unaware of each other’s existence. Their
ties, in short, are to common symbols, common leaders, and perhaps common
ideals, but not to one another. . . . From the point of view of social connectedness,
the Environmental Defense Fund and a bowling league are just not in the same
category. (1995, p. 71)
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Social capital, “features of social organization such as networks, norms, and
social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Put-
nam, 1995, p. 67), is not only highly correlated with the vitality of democratic in-
stitutions (Putnam, 1993, 1995), but it also has long been a primary marker of
American culture (de Toqueville, 1835/1990). If the contemporary decline in so-
cial capital continues at the same rate, however, by 2030, the United States will be
at the current midpoint of nations in social capital and within two generations
will be at the current level of nations with virtually no democratic tradition (Put-
nam, 1995).

If the trend is not interrupted, the decline in social capital thus portends a dire
future for the integrity of the United States. Although this long-term possibility is
troubling enough, the immediate concern is about the direct and rapidly devel-
oping catastrophic consequences for child development and family life—effects
that may indirectly ensure that the broader long-term social disaster occurs. Con-
sider the following example:

What is most striking about parents today is how isolated many of them are from
other families and from each other, and how hungry they are for new ways of
making contact. “Sometimes I feel like the last person on earth,” one PTA presi-
dent told me. Isolation among parents helps create isolated kids—or more specif-
ically, kids isolated from the adult world, more vulnerable to their peers. Why are
parents so isolated? Longer commutes; both parents working ever longer hours;
the new urban form; the fading of older networks—coffee klatches, churches,
neighborhood schools. In the work place, parents seldom discuss parenting be-
cause parenting is too often considered a career hindrance. Instead of support from
the society, we get advice, a booming how-to-parent industry. “I'm afraid of other
parents,” said one mother. “You never know what kind of weirdos are raising your
child’s friends.” As lonely parents fear their environment and doubt their own
competence, community—the real preventer of child abuse and other violence—
diminishes. (Louv, 1991, p. 6)

This is an age of alienation in which fear, distrust, and isolation are the order
of the day. Despite its statistical rarity, child abduction tops the fears of American
parents (Whitehead, 1991). Adults, in general, name crime and the well-being of
children as the United States’ top two problems (Cannon, 1996a, 1996b; Mont-
gomery, 1996). American adults further perceive their leaders as both inept and
cynical in dealing with these problems (Slevin, 1996). Perhaps even more disturb-
ing, they doubt whether average citizens care for each other very much anymore
(Cannon, 1996b). Today’s parents, unlike parents of just a generation ago, report
that they look for help for their families primarily from professionals whose time
they buy and that adults in their community rarely are involved in the lives of
children outside their own families (Melton, 1992). Increasingly, these psycholog-
ical walls are concretized—literally—in brick walls, as 28 million Americans now
live in gated communities or privately guarded apartment complexes (Boaz, 1996;
Diamond, 1997); to an alarming degree, contemporary America is replicating the
medieval landscape.

When the attitudes and behavior of contemporary young people are consid-
ered, the prospect of rapidly declining social capital becomes even more stark.
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Compared with all previous classes since the 1960s for which the annual national
survey of entering college freshmen has been conducted, the respondents in 1995
and 1996 reported less interest in political affairs, less involvement in student
groups, less involvement in discussions with teachers, and more boredom in class
(Kelley, 1996; Sax, Astin, Korn, & Mahoney, 1996). Thus, there is ample reason
to doubt that the next generation of parents will be tightly interwoven in the so-
cial fabric.

Consequences for Children

The potential costs of such alienation and isolation are profound. Only economic
poverty (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997) exceeds social poverty—weak ties among
neighbors and kin—as a factor in the prevalence of social ills involving children
and families, such as juvenile delinquency (Maccoby, Johnson, & Church, 1958;
Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997; Simcha-Fagan & Schwartz, 1986; Skogan,
1990) and child maltreatment (Cotterill, 1988; Coulton, Korbin, Su, & Chow, 1995;
Drake & Pandey, 1996; Garbarino & Crouter, 1978; Garbarino & Kostelny, 1992,
1994; Garbarino & Sherman, 1980; U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and Ne-
glect, 1993; Vinson, Baldry, & Hargreaves, 1996; Young & Gately, 1988). When eco-
nomic poverty and social poverty are combined (probably an inevitable outcome
of the increasing concentration of economic poverty), the power of each is perni-
ciously magnified (see Panel on High-Risk Youth, 1993).

Increased alienation and isolation are particularly costly for young families
experiencing the stress of life transitions, including the transition of children into
kindergarten. Although the importance of this period curiously has received little
attention by social scientists, educators, and policy makers (see Chapter 2}, evi-
dence suggests that this transition is a critical time in the lives of children and their
parents. As Zill (Chapter 4) describes, parents of kindergartners are relatively
young adults whose work experience and incomes are more limited than those of
parents of older children. Indeed, nearly 25% of the families of kindergartners in
the class of 1995/1996 had household incomes below the poverty level (see Chap-
ter 4). Moreover, these parents are less experienced at parenting than are parents
of somewhat older children, and many are learning to assume new roles as par-
ents within the school system. Parents of kindergartners also struggle to juggle
child care arrangements to a greater extent than parents of somewhat older ele-
mentary school children. Although many children are enrolled in full-day kinder-
garten, most attend part-day programs (55%, see Chapter 4) and require alterna-
tive forms of care for the remaining hours of the day.

The transition to kindergarten is also a time of particular stress for many chil-
dren. As Entwisle and Alexander {(Chapter 2) note, a child’s entry to elementary
school is marked by changes in his or her self-concept (from a "home child” to a
“school child”). He or she must learn to operate away from the familiarity of his
or her home during the school day and develop many new interpersonal rela-
tionships among classmates and adults at school. In addition, children entering
kindergarten experience stress related to evaluation of their behavior and scholas-
tic performance as well as other factors (including social class and ethnicity) by
school staff. The importance of this transition is highlighted by findings that re-
veal that relatively small differences among children’s performance and school
adjustment are apparent upon their entry into school, and these differences en-
large during the next several years (see Chapter 2).
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In an age of alienation, the general significance for children of strong
community-family linkages is clear. Developmentally, children’s “wealth” might
be measured in social capital as much as the material resources of their families.
In that regard, the strength of the connections between the two most central enti-
ties in the life of a child—the family and the school—is likely to be a particularly
potent factor in the child’s well-being, particularly during times of stressful life
transitions, such as the entry into formal schooling.

SIGNIFICANCE OF PARENT INVOLVEMENT IN PRIMARY EDUCATION

Although the importance of the family-school linkage for children’s well-being
alone would justify concerted efforts to strengthen the ties between home and
school, such work also serves schools’ institutional interests. The educational ben-
efits of the involvement of parents in their children’s schools are well documented
(see, e.g., Adelman, 1994; Bogenschneider, 1997; Comer & Haynes, 1991; Eccles &
Harold, 1993, 1996; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997;
Seeley, 1989; Vickers & Minke, 1995; see also Chapter 6). As a leading researcher
on family-school relations has summarized: “Students at all grade levels (includ-
ing, of course, the primary grades [Epstein & Dauber, 1991]) do better in their dca-
demic work and have more positive school attitudes if their parents are aware,
knowledgeable, and encouraging about school” (Epstein, 1990, p. 105).

The mechanisms by which such outcomes occur are varied. Perhaps the
broadest and most fundamental effect of a strong connection between family and
school is that, when parents are intimately aware of the current foci in a child’s
formal education, they can maximize the use of the home as a venue for general-
ization of new knowledge (Epstein, 1990). By the same token, family-based expe-
riences serve as a foundation for school achievement. In particular, educators and
parents need to understand education in year-round terms. The increasing social
class gap in achievement across the school years is largely a function of differen-
tial gains during the summer months (Alexander & Entwisle, 1996; see also Chap-
ter 2). More systematic efforts by schools to bridge across time and space—in ef-
fect, to prepare parents for their role as teachers in the years prior to kindergarten
and in the summer months—might diminish this disparity. Clearly, such efforts
must begin before a child enters kindergarten. Poor children exhibit lower scores
on achievement tests than do children who are better off financially; after formal
schooling begins, this initial disparity increases substantially during the summer
months (see Chapter 2). Analogously, the provision to parents of encouragement
and information about programs for children with special needs facilitates tal-
ented female and ethnic minority children’s use of such opportunities (Eccles &
Harold, 1996).

Investment in home-school partnerships is striking in its win—win character.
Students, teachers, parents, and schools are all better off when parents are in-
volved in the schools. Elaborating this point in her Lightner Witmer Address to
the American Psychological Association Division of School Psychology, Christen-
son summarized the benefits of parent participation:

¢ Students show improvement in grades, test scores, attitudes, and behavior,
- complete more homework, are more engaged in classroom learning activities,
and have higher attendance rates and a reduction in suspension rates.
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® Teachers are recognized by parents for better interpersonal and teaching skills,
evaluated higher on teaching performance by principals, and indicate greater
satisfaction with their jobs, requesting fewer transfers.

¢ Parents show a greater understanding of the work of schools, improve their
communication with their children in general and about school work in par-
ticular, increase their communication with educators, and are more involved
in learning activities at home.

® Schools are rated as more effective, and there are more successful school pro-
grams. (1995, p. 120)

Epstein and Dauber provided an even more succinct summary of the specific
benefits that schools’ efforts to elicit parent participation bring:

When teachers make parent involvement part of their regular teaching practice,
parents increase their interactions with their children at home, feel more positive
about their abilities to help their children in the elementary grades, and rate the
teachers as better teachers overall; and students improve their attitudes and
achievement. (1991, p. 289)

Nature of Parent Involvement

Parent involvement of all types is especially common in the early grades. Ep-
stein’s typology (see, e.g., Becker & Epstein, 1982; Epstein, 1982, 1984, 1986, 1990,
1996; Epstein & Dauber, 1991) is widely cited. Specifically, Epstein distinguished
parental involvement manifested in

* The basic obligations of families (e.g., preparing children for school by pro-
viding a safe, healthy, and intellectually stimulating home environment)

* The basic obligations of schools (e.g., schools” normative communication with
parents, such as report cards and notices of special events)

¢ Volunteer work in the schools

¢ Educational work in the home (e.g., monitoring of homework, family visits to
museums)

* Participation in school decision making

Epstein’s typology—similar to much of the discussion of parent involvement—
tends to present the parent-school relationship as a one-way relationship: parents
in service of the schools. Commentary (e.g., Christenson, 1995; National Educa-
tion Goals Panel, 1995) increasingly is framing the desired relationship in terms of
a partnership or collaboration.

Zill (Chapter 4) observes that the level of parent involvement exhibited by
parents of kindergartners was slightly lower than for parents of students in ele-
mentary school grades. However, he notes that the observed difference may be
due to the fact that the survey questions were less applicable to kindergarten ac-
tivities than for activities in higher elementary grades. Thus, drawing conclusions
from these comparisons should be done with caution.
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As children move into and through middle and high school, substantially less
parent involvement occurs (see, e.g., Eccles & Harold, 1993; Epstein, 1986; Epstein
& Dauber, 1991; Vaden-Kiernan, 1996). For example, parents do more monitoring
of their children’s schoolwork in first grade and second grade than even fifth
grade (Eccles & Harold, 1996). Compared with secondary schools, elementary
schools have more volunteers in school and more programs to involve parents in
children’s education at home (Epstein & Dauber, 1991).

The change across school levels in parent involvement occurs even though it
is a factor in the academic success of adolescents (Bogenschneider, 1997), just as it
is with children in the primary grades. This reduced involvement is probably a re-
flection in part of developmental changes in family life. Parents may perceive their
participation in their adolescent children’s secondary schools as unduly intrusive
or simply unnecessary.

It is likely, however, that parents’ reduced participation in secondary schools
also is the product of structure. For example, parents of fifth graders in middle
schools are commonly less involved than are parents of fifth graders in elemen-
tary schools (Eccles & Harold, 1996). Just as large size and complex bureaucracy
have long been known to impede active participation by students in secondary
schools (see, e.g., Barker & Gump, 1964; Eccles et al., 1993; Felner & Adan, 1988;
Rogeness, Bednar, & Diesenhaus, 1974), such structural features may also result in
the alienation of parents in middle schools.

In contrast, parents are likely to feel a sense of connection to their children’s
elementary schools. Psychologically, schools may be centers of the community
even when they make little effort in that capacity. For example,

Parents who are involved in neighborhood elementary schools may see this in-
volvement as a connection with their community and friends. The home elemen-
tary school may seem like an extension of the family, particularly in neighbor-
hoods where the population is relatively stable. Parents and teachers get to know
each other well over the years their children are in the school. As children leave
their home schools and several elementary schools merge into one middle school,
there may be a decrease in the extent to which the families feel connected to the
school. Junior high and middle schools expand the physical community but may
not expand the emotional sense of community. The sense of belonging and in-
vestment may decrease and, as a result, parents may feel less able and less in-
clined to be involved and /or try to affect change in the educational experiences of
their children. Additionally, children typically spend 6 or 7 years in an elementary
school and only 2 or 3 in a middle school. The attachments, which often form over
the elementary years when parent help seems more essential, have less time to
form and may feel less necessary in the middle and upper grades. (Eccles &
Harold, 1996, p. 11)

Although school officials seeking parent involvement—and parents seeking
to become involved in their children’s education—have a relatively easy task in
the primary grades, the belief that such involvement is natural or inevitable is
mistaken. Just as the movement into the early school grades marks a major tran-
sition in the lives of children, it is also a time for parents to settle into new roles in
relation to the settings of which their child is a part. To use the jargon, the parental
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mesosystem—the child-related connections between the parents and other peo-
ple—is transformed when children enter school. Thus, the primary grades present
a pivotal stage in the evolution of parents’ involvement in their children’s educa-
tion and indeed their children’s social world as a whole. Thus there is especially
pronounced variation (both individual and contextual differences) in parent in-
volvement in the early years of formal schooling.

An illustration of the transitional nature of parent involvement in the primary
grades is the fact that monitoring of schoolwork actually increases from kinder-
garten to third grade, when parent involvement begins to decline (Eccles &
Harold, 1996). Overall parent involvement declines, however, from preschool to
elementary school, just as it does from elementary to middle school and middle to
high school (Epstein, 1996).

Even in elementary schools, the paradox of parent involvement—a phenom-
enon that both research and common sense show to be an almost universally
positive event—is just how unnatural it is. As one research team summarized,
“parents and educators frequently seem like islands in the lives of children, sur-
rounded by competing agendas, often without visible connections to one another”
(Norman & Smith, 1997, p. 5).

Barriers to Parent Involvement

A number of factors have been identified that may hamper the development of
healthy connections between parents and schools, including differences in teach-
ers’ and parents’ perceptions of parent involvement, logistical difficulties for par-
ents, resistance of school staff, and characteristics of parents themselves.

Conflicts in Perception of Role  Efforts to build bridges between the “islands”
are hampered by the fact that teachers and parents typically do not even share a
common understanding about what parent involvement is (Norman & Smith,
1997). Many educators lament parents’ minimal involvement in school-based ac-
tivities and their nonresponsiveness to invitations, invitations that both parents
and students say seldom come (Eccles & Harold, 1996; Epstein, 1986; Norman &
Smith, 1997). At the same time, parents tend to view involvement in their chil-
dren’s education as something that occurs primarily in the home.

Teachers view parents as apathetic when parents do not make appearances in
the school for meetings or volunteer work (Norman & Smith, 1997). Very few par-
ents, even in elementary schools, spend much time at the school that their child
attends (Epstein, 1990). However, parents perceive themselves as highly involved
in the school when they use their scarce time at home to monitor and assist with
homework and when they stimulate conversations about their children’s day at
school (Norman & Smith, 1997). Parents are commonly much more involved with
their children’s education at home than at school (Eccles & Harold, 1996; Epstein,
1986). From their perspective, schools can build a collaborative relationship by of-
fering tools for educational activities at home; opportunities for parents to be in-
volved in events in the school building are less important.

Although parents’ definitions of school involvement in terms of home-based
activities undoubtedly reflect the realities of their time and resources, they are also
typically a product of their perspectives. In that respect, the chasm between teach-
ers and parents is often widened when their perceptual discrepancies are magni-
fied by differences in social class (Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Working-class parents
commonly view their educational role as being providers of emotional support
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and preparation for school. Their involvement consists in significant part, there-
fore, of “ensuring that children have good manners and getting them to school on
time” (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997, p. 15). Working-class parents often pas-
sively accept the education that is being offered to their children at school, because
they believe that education professionals bear the responsibility for their chil-
dren’s progress in school and the expertise needed to effect such development.

Logistical Problems When parents themselves define the reasons that they
are not involved in “visible” forms of participation in their children’s education
(e.g., parent-teacher organization meetings, field trips), logistical problems top
the list. The simple fact is that most parents work outside the home during school
hours (Eccles & Harold, 1996; Norman & Smith, 1997). Even when parents do not
have to take a leave from their jobs to attend functions or volunteer in the schools,
they often report that their involvement is impeded by other practical concerns,
such as child care and transportation (Norman & Smith, 1997). Such gaps in re-
sources may seem particularly formidable for single parents who may face extra-
ordinary demands on their time as well as tight budgets (Norman & Smith, 1997).

Although such problems are not trivial, they need not be overwhelming. For
example, leaders of the School Development Program (SDP) developed by James
Comer (described later in this chapter) argued that when parents’ participation is
perceived as integral to a program, “even work commitments are not seen as ob-
stacles but rather as logistical problems in need of solving” (Haynes & Ben-Avie,
1996, p. 47). Thus, SDP staff negotiate directly with parent council members’
employers to facilitate parents’ attendance with minimal hassles and without
penalties.

School Resistance In contrast to the affirmative effort made by SDP staff, the
most difficult obstacle to parent involvement is probably staff resistance, whether
overt or passive. On average, teachers take remarkably few steps to encourage
parent participation or to offer tips to parents about ways to enhance their chil-
dren’s education (Eccles & Harold, 1996; Norman & Smith, 1997), although such
solicitations are more common in elementary than in secondary schools (Dorn-
busch & Glasgow, 1996). When communication does occur, it is often perceived as
punitive (Mannan & Blackwell, 1992) or meaningless (Hoover-Dempsey & Sand-
ler, 1997).

In such a context, it should not be surprising that many parents report that
they do not feel welcome at their children’s school (Norman & Smith, 1997; see
also Harry, 1992a, 1992b, on related cultural issues). This is illustrated by research
undertaken for the Kettering Foundation as background for the foundation’s ef-
fort to put the “public” into the public schools. This study showed that people
tend to have markedly different reactions to the words education, which is viewed
warmly and perceived to occur in many settings, and schools, which evokes im-
ages of unpleasant experiences, stories of incompetent and unresponsive teachers
and administrators, and associations with social problems, such as violence and
teen pregnancy (Mathews, 1996).

Characteristics of Parents The conventional wisdom about the low level of
parental involvement in many schools is simply that many parents are difficult to
reach. Numerous parental characteristics (e.g., educational level, income, marital
status, ethnicity) do relate to parental involvement in the schools. However, even
more remarkable, perhaps not so remarkable when the evidence about school re-
sistance to meaningful parent involvement is considered, is how weak these cor-
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relations are (Eccles & Harold, 1996). Analogously, family process variables (the
“curriculum of the home”—e.g., discussion of homework, consistent routines) are
more significant factors in children’s achievement than are family status variables
(Christenson, 1995). Children’s school performance is less dependent on who their
parents are than what they do. In that regard, class differences in achievement to
some measure reflect class differences in parents’ ability to manage the “system,”
the accuracy of their expectations about schools’ expectations, and the strength of
their belief that they do and should have a say in shaping their children’s educa-
tion (Alexander & Entwisle, 1