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Preface

MORE THAN A DECADE ago I published a paper entitled “Early Childhood Education: Instruction or Enrichment.” At that time I was concerned because some programs for young children were attempting to teach academic skills such as reading and math. By today’s standards, the number of children affected was quite small, and the bulk of early-childhood programs had child-centered and age-appropriate curricula. After a few years I became involved in other issues, particularly the parental and social pressures on children and teenagers to grow up too fast too soon, and I published the results of my observations and research in two books, The Hurried Child: Growing Up Too Fast Too Soon and All Grown Up and No Place to Go: Teenagers in Crisis.

In the past few years, however, my attention has once again been drawn to what is happening in early-childhood education. Today it is not just the occasional preschool that is introducing academics to young children, it is the public school system as well. And it is not just academics that are being taught to young children but gymnastics, swimming, ballet, skiing, and karate. The minor ailment of a few preschools in the seventies has become an epidemic in the eighties.

At first, I thought that this was nothing more than a downward extension of the “hurrying” that I had written about in my earlier books. But as I listened to the parents whom I see in my small private practice and to the parents, educators, and health professionals I encounter when lecturing around the country, a somewhat different picture emerged. The parents who had had their first children in the early 1980s were quite different from the parents who had had their first children in the early 1970s. Whereas, in the past, parenting psychologies and practices might remain the same over decades, they now seem to be changing at a much faster rate, in a decade or less.

The parents who had their first children during the early seventies bear the psychic wounds of the extraordinary social revolution that changed our attitudes toward sex, marriage, divorce, and child-rearing. These challenges to fundamental values and beliefs required vast and far-reaching adjustments by the parents of that time, and all but exhausted parental energies for dealing with stress in general and the stress of child-rearing in particular.

In many ways, hurrying was a direct result of the fact that, after adapting to such enormous social changes, parents had few resources left to cope with the unending needs of children. Expecting, indeed demanding, that children grow up fast was one way of avoiding the expenditure of energy that goes along with parenthood. The media both reflected and encouraged this “hurrying” with its abundant images of “adultified” children. And the schools cooperated by downward extensions of the curriculum and test-driven instruction.

Hurrying children, expecting them to feel, think, and act much older than they are, stresses children. It puts extraordinary pressures upon them for adaptation. The consequences of hurrying are the usual symptoms of stress: headaches and stomachaches in preschoolers; learning problems and depression in elementary school children; and the whole gamut of teenage drug abuse, pregnancy, eating disorders, and suicide. Whatever the problems stemming from his or her individual life history, the hurried young person is clearly responding as much to external pressures as to internal conflicts.

The dynamics of parents who miseducate their infants and young children, however, appear different from those that gave rise to hurrying. Many of the parents who engage in miseducation have grown up with the new values and do not experience the same conflicts and stresses of adjustment experienced by their parents. Young men and women today, for example, take current sexual mores and the new status of women as given because they have never known anything else. Although there are stresses, aplenty, parents who have their first children in the eighties generally do not undergo the conflicts of conscience experienced by parents of the seventies.

Whereas the parents who reared their children in the seventies felt overwhelmed and needed their children to grow up fast to reduce some of the pressure on themselves, parents today feel much more in charge of their lives and of their child-rearing. It is this sense of mastery, of being in charge and controlling things, which is so striking in the parents of this decade in contrast to those of the past decade. Parents today believe they can make a difference in their children’s lives, that they can give them an edge that will make them brighter and abler than the competition. Parents who started out in the seventies hurry their children; parents of the eighties are miseducating theirs. Parents who started in the seventies need mature children, while parents of the eighties want superkids.

The effects of miseducation are also different from those of hurrying. For, while miseducation also stresses children, it does so in a different manner. A latchkey child, for example, is hurried because he or she is expected to cope with a difficult situation—being home alone for extended periods of time. Or a child who has to go to a baby-sitter and then a day-care center and then a baby-sitter again is hurried because the child has to make too many adaptations in too short a time. In many such cases, the parents have little if any choice in the matter, inasmuch as they may have to work and adequate child-care facilities are simply not available. Likewise, some single parents who use their child as a confidant usually do so out of a deep-seated need to share with somebody.

Compare these examples with an infant whose parent is attempting to teach him or her to read, to swim, or to do gymnastics. In this situation, the parent clearly has a choice and chooses to engage in practices that are more reflective of parental ego than of parental need. Although parents who miseducate their children may justify this on the basis that it is for the child’s “own good,” it is really parental “good” that is at issue. And this fact changes the effects of miseducation and makes them different from those of hurrying.

Infants and young children accept and participate in miseducation because it pleases those to whom they are attached, namely, their parents, not because they find it interesting or enjoyable. Miseducation can thus invoke internal conflicts and can set the groundwork for the more classical psychological problems such as neurosis and neurotic character formation. In some ways, miseducation is more pernicious than hurrying because it can lead to more deep-seated and less reversible problems than does hurrying. For example, some young people who have been hurried academically may take a year or two off after leaving college before getting on with their lives. But miseducation can leave the child with lifelong emotional disabilities.

I must say that I have had some trouble writing this book. As a father and as a family therapist who knows how difficult and unrewarding as well as rewarding parenting can be, I am generally sympathetic to parents. And I could empathize with parents who were hurrying their children because I knew their stresses first hand. But I have found it difficult to be sympathetic with parents who miseducate their children, because it is so unnecessary and so misguided.

Eventually I realized that today’s parents are basically no different from parents of the past, and that there is a considerable overlap between hurrying and miseducating. Parenting styles are not new; they just recycle with changing times and are recycling faster today than ever before. In many ways, parents who miseducate their children are a reissue of the prehurrying parents who “spoiled” their children. Today’s parents, like parents of the past, want to do what is best for their children and genuinely believe that early formal instruction is going to benefit their child. And today’s parents, too, are victims of social pressure, of media oversell, and of the faddishness that marks educational practice in this country.

When I finally overcame my emotional block, I was at last able to sympathize with parents who miseducate their children and to write this book. My aim is to help parents of young children understand the dynamics of miseducation, the short- and long-term risks of such practices, and ways to identify healthy education in schools and to practice it at home. Although I am writing primarily for parents, I hope the book will also be helpful to teachers, administrators, and health professionals who work with young children and their families.
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Education and
Miseducation

WHAT IS HAPPENING in the United States today is truly astonishing. In a society that prides itself on its preference for facts over hearsay, on its openness to research, and on its respect for “expert” opinion, parents, educators, administrators, and legislators are ignoring the facts, the research, and the expert opinion about how young children learn and how best to teach them.

All across the country, educational programs intended for school-aged children are being appropriated for the education of young children. In some states (for example, New York, Connecticut, and Illinois) educational administrators are advocating that children enter school at age four. Many kindergarten programs have become full-day kindergartens, and nursery school programs have become pre-kindergartens. Moreover, many of these kindergartens have introduced curricula, including work papers, once reserved for first-grade children. And in books addressed to parents a number of writers are encouraging parents to teach infants and young children reading, math, and science.

When we instruct children in academic subjects, or in swimming, gymnastics, or ballet, at too early an age, we miseducate them; we put them at risk for short-term stress and long-term personality damage for no useful purpose. There is no evidence that such early instruction has lasting benefits, and considerable evidence that it can do lasting harm.

Why, then, are we engaging in such unhealthy practices on so vast a scale? Like all social phenomena, the contemporary miseducation of large numbers of infants and young children derives from the coming together of multiple and complex social forces that both generate and justify these practices. One thing is sure: miseducation does not grow out of established knowledge about what is good pedagogy for infants and young children. Rather, the reasons must be sought in the changing values, size, structure, and style of American families, in the residue of the 1960s efforts to ensure equality of education for all groups, and in the new status, competitive, and computer pressures experienced by parents and educators in the eighties.

While miseducation has always been with us—we have always had pushy parents—today it has become a societal norm. If we do not wake up to the potential danger of these harmful practices, we may do serious damage to a large segment of the next generation.

THE EARLY-CHILDHOOD EDUCATION BOOM

Until the 1960s the education of young children was not regarded as a significant enterprise, and only a relatively small proportion of the early-childhood population attended nursery schools. The aim of early-childhood education was to provide enriched social and play experiences that children might not receive at home. It was assumed that such socialization and play fostered mental development as well, but this was seen as a by-product of the other nursery school activities. Nursery schools were regarded as providing social enrichment rather than intellectual stimulation.

Moreover, full-day out-of-home programs for young children (as provided by day-care centers) had acquired a stigma because they were known as places where children of family pathology (the children of unwed mothers or of incompetent or abusive parents) were looked after. And working women who had to put their children in one or another form of out-of-home program were either shunned as lacking in the maternal instinct or pitied because their husbands did not earn enough to support the family. It was widely believed that putting a young child in an out-of-home program on a regular basis for extended periods of time was harmful to the child.

As we shall see, however, the social revolutions of the 1960s effectively transformed our conception of out-of-home programs and of children’s readiness to cope with and profit from such programs. The statistics tell the tale. In 1966 only 60 percent of five-year-olds attended kindergarten, while in 1985 82 percent of five-year-olds were attending public, private, or church-sponsored kindergarten programs.1 Only twenty-five states provided aid for public kindergartens in 1965; by 1985 all fifty states were providing some form of public support for kindergarten and, increasingly, for pre-kindergarten programs as well.

The proliferation of educational programs for young children is not limited to five-year-olds. The number of nursery schools has increased a thousandfold since 1965, and the number of licensed day-care centers has grown 234 percent between 1978 and 1985. In 1985 some 2.5 million children (39 percent) attended pre-kindergarten programs compared to only 700,000 (11 percent) in 1965.2 Never before in our history have so many of our infants and young children been enrolled for extended periods in regular out-of-home programs.

THE EARLY-CHILDHOOD DEBATES

As the number of infants and young children enrolled in out-of-home programs has grown to include more than half of this population, the debates over whether or not such programs are beneficial or harmful have become more heated. On the one hand are psychologists such as Burton White and Raymond and Dorothy Moore, who argue that out-of-home programs are bad for young children and that at least one parent should stay home to rear and educate the child. White argues that this is necessary for the first three years; the Moores contend that children should be kept at home at least until the age of eight. At the other extreme are David Weikart and Alison Clarke-Stewart, who claim that out-of-home programs need not be harmful and can indeed be beneficial. White and the Moores tend to use research with middle-class children to support their arguments, while Weikart and Clarke-Stewart most often refer to work with children of low-income families.

Even among those who agree that out-of-home programs need not be harmful, there is still considerable debate over what kind of program is appropriate for young children. One group argues that young children in out-of-home settings should be exposed to formal education. In New York City, former Education Commissioner Gordon Ambach succeeded in making public kindergarten programs available for all four-year-old children whose parents need or want it. Twenty-four other states are currently considering kindergarten for four-year-olds.

Other writers, such as Yale psychologist Edward Zigler and a senior scientist for the Educational Testing Service, Irving Sigel, have argued for a preschool curriculum adapted to the learning abilities of young children, a curriculum that would not involve formal instruction in reading, math, and science. Again, the advocates of early instruction use research with disadvantaged youngsters to support their case whereas those opposed draw upon research with youngsters from all income levels.

There is also controversy among those who agree that young children should be educated at home. On the one hand, writers such as Glenn Doman argue that parents should teach young infants to read and do math. On the other hand, writers such as Burton White argue that social interaction between parents and children is more significant for early learning than is the acquisition of specific skills, as advocated by Doman and others.

Not surprisingly, many parents experience these conflicting voices of experts more as a tower of Babel than as a source of guidance. That is the trouble with rapid social change. It can produce new social phenomena whose outcome is really problematic. What are parents to do? Whom should they listen to? What is best for their child and for them? While there is no simple answer to these questions, I believe that parents are best advised to go with the established authorities in the field rather than with those whose credentials are questionable and who stand to gain financially from the products or programs they endorse. And the professionals are solidly against miseducation:


The philosophy of the American nursery school movement, which carries children up to kindergarten, never included the three R’s. I firmly agree with this philosophy. In fact, it emphasizes that its only concern is with the physical, emotional, intellectual and social aspects of development which come before schooling. There are separate stages of development when each skill can be most readily acquired, and trying to hurry through them could easily misfire. In fact, experiments done years ago indicated that children who began reading at seven developed fewer reading problems than those who started at six.

—BENJAMIN SPOCK,
pediatrician and author of
Baby and Child Care3


The whole range of normal child-care activities—cooing, rocking, feeding and playing—will naturally stimulate your baby.

—MICHAEL ROTHENBERG,
pediatrician and child psychiatrist,
University of Washington School of Medicine4


Most of the time, doing what comes naturally to you is exactly what your baby needs—whether it’s cuddling, gazing into his or her eyes or trying to elicit a tiny grin.

—STANLEY GREENSPAN, M.D.,
chief of the Clinical Infant and Child Development
Research Center, National Institute
of Mental Health, and co-author of First Feelings5


The human infant is amazingly capable of compliance. He can be shaped to walk at nine months, recite numbers at two, read by three, and he can even learn to cope with the pressures that lie behind these expectations. But children in our culture need someone who will cry out, “At what price?”

—T. BERRY BRAZELTON,
pediatrician, author of Toddlers and Parents6


These high-powered schools with academic preschool programs are doing kids a disservice.

—IRVING SIGEL,
distinguished research scientist,
Educational Testing Service7



No authority in the field of child psychology, pediatrics, or child psychiatry advocates the formal instruction, in any domain, of infants and young children. In fact, the weight of solid professional opinion opposes it and advocates providing young children with a rich and stimulating environment that is, at the same time, warm, loving, and supportive of the child’s own learning priorities and pacing. It is within this supportive, nonpressured environment that infants and young children acquire a solid sense of security, positive self-esteem, and a long-term enthusiasm for learning.

THE VARIETIES AND EXTENT OF MISEDUCATION

The threat of miseducation is greatest in public education, where the most children will be affected. And public education is increasingly guilty of putting children at risk for no purpose by exposing them to formal instruction before they are ready:

“Kindergarten classes are filling up once more. Parents are taking a hard look at the first year of school and demanding a greater stress on learning fundamentals. More are sending their children to preschool programs that launch four-year-olds armed with the alphabet. Schools are responding by fortifying the play-oriented kindergarten curriculum with weighty matters like arithmetic and reading. Parents now want their children to bring home a stack of papers,” says Marilyn Arwood, principal of Waynewood Elementary School of Fairfax County, Virginia. “They want hard proof the child has learned something.”8

Other developments in early public education include:


The age at which children start formal schooling is dropping. Now that kindergarten for 5-year-olds has become virtually universal in the nation’s schools, demand is rising to make formal instruction available to all 4-year-olds.

Prekindergarten programs with heavy educational components for 3- and 4-year-olds are on the increase, especially for disadvantaged children.9



The boom in early-childhood education is, it very much appears, becoming a boom in miseducation. The extent of miseducation of young children has recently elicited a joint statement of concern by a group of national organizations involved in elementary and early-childhood education.10 These organizations include the Association for Childhood Education International, Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, International Reading Association, National Association for the Education of Young Children, National Association of Elementary School Principals, and National Council of Teachers of English.

Some of the concerns mentioned in the joint statement were as follows:

1. Many pre-first-grade children are subjected to rigid formal prereading programs with inappropriate expectations and experiences for their level of development.

2. Little attention is given to individual development and individual learning styles.

3. The pressures of accelerated programs do not allow children to be risk takers as they experiment with language and internalize concepts about how language operates.

4. Too much attention is focused upon isolated skill development or abstract parts of the reading process, rather than upon the integration of oral language, writing, and listening with reading.

5. Too little attention is placed upon reading for pleasure; therefore children do not associate reading with enjoyment.

Each of these concerns is centered on one or another facet of miseducation, the many ways we can place children at risk for learning problems to no purpose. The potential dangers of the miseducation practices described above far outweigh any potential gains.

It is not only the schools that are introducing formal instruction to young children; parents are doing so as well. Parents have been barraged with commercial programs and books which promise them that if they follow certain procedures they can not only teach infants and young children reading and math, but also make their offspring brighter and raise their IQ—in a phrase, make them “superkids.”

The best-known and best-publicized of these “superkid” practices are those of Glenn Doman, whose books Teach Your Baby to Read, Teach Your Baby Math, How to Multiply Your Baby’s Intelligence, and How to Give Your Baby an Encyclopedic Mind have sold hundreds of thousands of copies. More than three thousand parents from all over the country, and the world, have spent a week (at a cost of $490) at Doman’s Better Baby Institute to learn the teaching techniques he claims will make any child into a prodigy. In addition to the course, parents can also purchase videotapes and teaching materials.

In his book on teaching babies how to read, Doman describes the first step in teaching an infant to read and become a “superkid”:


Now simply hold up the word mummy, just beyond his reach, and say to him clearly, “This says Mummy.”

Give the child no more description and do not elaborate. Permit him to see it for ten seconds.

Now play with him, give him your undivided affection for a minute or two, then present the word again for the second time. Again, allow him to see it for ten seconds, again tell him just once in a clear voice, “This says Mummy.”

Now play with him again for two minutes.

Again show him the card for ten seconds, again repeat that it is “Mummy.”

Do not ask him what it is.

The first lesson is now over and you have spent less than five minutes.11



Doman is hardly alone in his promise that his form of early instruction can make children brighter. In their book Give Your Child a Superior Mind, Siegfried and Therese Engelmann argue that preschool children can learn to read, add, subtract, multiply, count, spell, and tell time. Unlike Doman, who claims that young children learn faster than older children and adults, the Engelmanns argue that young children learn more slowly than they will at a later age.

Their teaching procedure is also different from Doman’s. Whereas Doman is very time-oriented, the Engelmanns are more concerned with the sequence in which materials are presented. Here is an example of the procedures they claim will teach a child to read and to increase his or her IQ:


When you presented objects during the child’s first eighteen months of life, you generally followed this procedure:

Isolate the object

Name the object

Require the child to point to the object

As he becomes more verbal you should expand this procedure:

Isolate the object

Name the object

Require the child to repeat the name

Require the child to name the object as you point.12



In Raising Brighter Children, Sidney Ledson offers still another approach to producing superkids. Unlike Doman and the Engelmanns, who seem to use the whole-word method for teaching reading and brightness, Ledson suggests that parents teach young children phonics:


Traditionally, the first letter children have been taught is the letter A. There is, however, no inherent fitness to A. Our purpose is better served here if the letter C is the first one taught. Show your child the letter C on page 69 and tell him the shape tells him to make the throat clearing sound (but not necessarily using the words shape or sound in your instruction) a sort of Kuh sound, but without grunt or voice being given to the uh part. Just say, “This tells us to say Kuh, Edwina.” Encourage the child to make the sound while tracing her finger around the shape of the letter a few times.13



A last example: in How to Have a Smarter Baby, Dr. Susan Ludington-Hoe advises parents of six-month-old infants to engage them in “Abstract Games That Build Abstract Thinking Ability.”


Abstract thinking games are ideal this month. Start by naming familiar objects in your home. Baby’s blanket. His black and white bear. His high chair. When you meet them during your daily routine you can address them with a friendly “Hello, Blankie.” Eventually as you name objects, baby will reach for them when they are in sight. Later you will find that he can be sitting in the middle of the floor, paying attention to another toy, when you say “Dog!” He’ll look around for the dog you’ve mentioned. Then you’ll know that he has attained a true understanding of object permanence and has learned that words represent objects.14



Nothing new is offered in these books or in others like them. The authors are merely extending well-known learning principles downward to infants and young children or formalizing procedures parents use spontaneously when they interact with their offspring. There is absolutely no evidence that such teaching gives children any lasting advantage in reading or that it has any effect on a child’s brightness. There is evidence, however, as we shall see, that too early formal instruction can do harm.

The miseducation of infants and young children is not limited to unwarranted efforts to teach them academics; it has extended to all facets of young children’s development. The idea that young children can benefit from a program of formal instruction has spread to sports and to exercise, to music and gymnastics, to ballet, beauty contests, and karate. Done well, with a sensitivity to children’s physical and intellectual limitations and to their psychological vulnerability, such programs need not necessarily be harmful. Nonetheless, because such programs put infants and young children in inappropriate learning situations, they also put them at risk of physical and/ or psychological damage—and this despite the fact that such programs have no proven long-term benefit for youngsters.

The proliferation of commercial, formal instructional exercise programs for infants and young children is witness to our new eagerness to extend formal instruction to this age group. Across the country, infants as young as two or three months are being enrolled in fitness classes. Baby gyms with names like Gymboree, Playorama, Exercise Plus, and Great Shapes have prospered. Parents are told that such programs have both physical and psychological benefits. According to Suzy Prudden, author of Suzy Prudden’s Exercise Program for Young Children:


Exercise at an early age gently stretches the pectoral muscles, allowing the chest to expand, and creates much more room for the lungs to inhale and exhale. Circulation is increased, sending oxygen to the brain. Muscle strength is improved.15



While this statement is true, it is also true that most infants can get all the exercise and the benefits described above simply by crawling on the floor, reaching for objects, pulling themselves up on the side of the crib, and so on. As social activities, for parents and their infants, such exercise classes may have some value, but if the exercises are too strenuous (always a possibility when adults are setting goals for little ones), there is real danger of physical harm. And if parents become too intense about success and failure, psychological harm is possible as well.

Swimming classes for infants and young children have become widespread, sometimes sponsored by the YM/YWCA. Again, as social activities in which parent and child can participate together, the classes may have some value. But there are risks involved as well. Infants in swimming classes are at risk for middle-ear infections and potential permanent hearing loss, for autoasphyxiation from swallowing water, and for diarrhea, since the babies are not toilet-trained and the water may be polluted. Nonetheless, some of those who promote such training target their appeal to parental anxieties. In her book Watersafe Your Baby in One Week, Danuta Rylko says:


Every day, the newspaper tells stories of small children losing their lives in their own backyard swimming pools. And every time I read one of these stories, my heart aches for that child and those parents, because the tragedy and the agony could have been avoided. There is no reason for a conscious child to drown. Teaching a child to save his life in any body of water is a relatively simple procedure.… You can teach an infant as young as 4 months to hold his breath, to surface after a tumble into a pool, to turn on his back and breathe and relax and float … indefinitely … for hours if necessary—until help arrives.16



Perhaps in areas where many people have swimming pools such an appeal has some virtue. But the mother of a nine-month-old child who lives in Boston (where backyard swimming pools are uncommon) told me that many of her friends were putting their babies into swimming classes and were urging her to do likewise

ARGUMENTS FOR THE FORMAL INSTRUCTION OF YOUNG CHILDREN
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