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MULTI-TURN CONVERSATIONS ARE A RARE

OCCURRENCE.

Learning opportunities that involve other than right-answer questions are almost never
observed, and a high level of negative control from teachers characterizes many
classrooms.

This content focus and the teaching strategies, I argue result in a detachment of the tip
of the iceberg from the deeper skills under the surface.

Thus, children can score well on school readiness skills at the end of pre-k – especially
on those related to literacy – but not maintain any advantage by the end of kindergarten
when all children attain these skills with or without pre-k experience.

The tip of the iceberg skills no longer symbolizes those under the surface.

They are no longer the visible and measurable aspects of more important
competencies.

Only when the deeper skills are enhanced should we expect continued progress based
on early experiences.

A very different set of experiences likely facilitates the development of those deeper
skills.

We have known for many years that the developmental period between four and six
years is a critical one.

Neuroscience confirmed the importance of this period for the development of the pre-
frontal cortex.

The pre-frontal cortex is involved in many of the skills described in the model as being
below the surface.

Research does not provide good evidence for which experiences facilitate the
development of important skills like curiosity, persistence, or working memory.
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But research has demonstrated the importance of these kinds of skills for long term
development.

For instance, some argue that early attention skills are more important than early
academic skills as predictors of long-term school success including the likelihood of
attending college.

In a large longitudinal study, researchers identified the importance of the development
of internal self-control during the ages of four to six.

Some children with initially low self- control developed self-control during early
childhood and had subsequent better outcomes via what the researchers called a
“natural history change.”

Whether an intervention-induced change would yield the same positive outcomes is an
open question.

So far, no early childhood curriculum has been able to bring about sustained changes in
self-control or any of the below- the-surface skills listed above.
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Guidance may come from comparing the developmental contexts of families who are
economically secure to the pre-k classroom context.

Children of economically secure families are more likely to succeed in school, more
likely to matriculate in a two or four year college and more likely to graduate when they
enter.

Nothing in this model asserts that children should be raised at home, but group
contexts for young children are much more difficult to do well.

This is true despite the fact that we should be able to control what happens to children
in publicly or privately funded group care.

While there have been efforts to regulate group care, none are very successful in
creating the kinds of experiences that might be most developmentally facilitative.
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But these types of positive experiences can be found in some very particular group
contexts.

Unfortunately, these contexts tend to be available to families who have resources and
who choose specific kinds of experiences for their children — perhaps as an extension
of the family context.
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I hope this “iceberg” model will provide a useful visual depiction of the danger of
concentrating on basic skills instruction in pre-k.

I hope also that it will help people understand why getting early childhood right is so
important and the imperative need to fix the childcare situation in the U.S. for families
of poor children – in fact for all our children.

Pre-k is not the magic bullet policy makers hoped it would be. Quite the contrary. The
reason it is not may lie with the unavoidable focus of the program when it becomes part
of the K-12 system.
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