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Recent Trends in
Early Childhood Education
in the U.S. A.

Dale B. Harris

Psychologist G. Stanley Hall is often said to have founded child psychology
in the United States at the beginning of the present century. But two main
streams of thought influenced the early study of children in the United States.
One of these streams came from biological science and was much influenced
by Darwin’s theory of evolution. The other came originally from philosophy,
more especially from British associationism in psychology, and was the ante-
cedent of today’s radical behaviorisms, of which there are several forms.
Hall himself was primarily influenced by the former.

The early childhood education movement however antedated the scientific
child study movement. As you well know, it was quite literally ‘“ made in
Germany’’. The United States imported the German model, though in time
it modified this model to fit the ethos of the American people. Scientific child
study was immediately welcomed by those interested in the practical guidance
and education of children. Certainly since those early days, child psychology
and early childhood education have been closely allied.

The kindergerten movement believed that young children were distinct
persons, with rights to a rich and full life appropriate to their level. It re-
mained for the scientific child movement to describe the dimension of child-
hood and the childhood experience. The great incentive to multiplying this
scientific information in the United States, of course, came from the Rocke-
feller Foundation, which in the mid-twenties established some six major child
welfare research centers in the United States and Canada. All these centers
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established experimental schools—nursery schools and kindergartens, and most
of them developed programs of teacher education and parent education.

Much has been learned about the development of young children, both
growth and learning. There are, however, many unanswered questions, and
much more basic theory to be built before we have an adequate foundation for
a scientific form of early childhood education. However, a distinct cleavage
has recently developed in the theory and practice of childhood education. Put
in over-simple terms, this cleavage separates those who advocate practices
based on concepts of the child’s whole emotional-cognitive development from
those who wish to develop certain skills which can be measured as intelli-
gence. This cleavage in the camp of the practical workers of children paral-
lels a division in the camp of scientific workers. There are those researchers
who look at life processes as complex systems which require comprehensive
influences to effect changes in the whole child, and there are those who seek
to analyze, part-by-part, to the simplest possible environmental variables and
behavioral responses. From these reduced elements they hope to fashion a
theory . of complex behavior, but admittedly see this goal in the distant
futute. '

The former tend to look to the teacher as a primary agent in helping
children develop as persons. The latter have an inclination for apparatus;
teaching machines and computer guidance devices interest them greatly. A
curious vocabulary is built up where-by the ‘ hardware’ of learning is cont-
rasted with ‘software’”. These terms find a parallel in the contrast, often
drawn by researchers, between the "‘‘ hardnosed’ scientists and the * soft-
headed” who wish to do good for children in an altogether non-scientific
manner.

The *‘ development of the whole-child viewpoint, of course, dominated
from the 1920’s down into the 1950’s. It emphasized free play, guidance of
social development with an emphasis on the needs and rights of individual
children, the development of curiosity and other.cognitive aspects by enrich-
ment of the environment, and the encouragement of children’s active explora-
tion of it. Especially this view point emphasized the need for emotional
security which comes from warm, accepting adults and the maintenance of
generous but definite limits to activities. Schedules of planned activities were
built to suport and nurture the motor and intellectual growth which was being
charted by scientific child study.

This view is now being sharply challenged by. educators who advocate
very specific educational procedures, followed strictly, as Superior to the
flexible child-experience-oriented approach. Skills and intelligence are stressed
rather than human relationships. Cognitive content is valued. Training is a
key word. Free play is regarded as likely to encourage practice of the random
and unessential.
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Why has this split or division come about?

There are at least five major factors which have combined to produce this
split. Four of these appear as rather unrelated but powerful Social and ideo-
logical influences in contemporary America; one comes directly from child
psychology. .

First, there is current a widespread concern for developing in people the
technological skills required to live effectively in a complicated society. Many
believe it is desirable to develop them as early and as possible. If children
can read early and develop number skills early, they will be free to more
quickly engage themselves in significant technological contribution to society.
Moreover, we face the need to retrain many people whose vocational
skills have been displaced by technological change. We are told that young
people now in college can expect, on the average, to require vocational read-
justment at least three times in the course of their lives in tomorrow’s world.
We discuss this problem in the language of training. Some things are said
occasionally about education for living, or the constructive use of leisure, but

the pragmatic and vocational goals of schooling still dominate our educational
discussions.

Second, there is a strongly entrenched middle class concern with achieve-
ment. Tnis concern takes the specific form of obtaining entry for children to
choice schools, colleges and universities. The emphasis on entrance examina-
tions has pushed this concern with skills and information back to the preschool
level. Upper middle class parents in many major communities seek to enroll
their children in- the nursery schools in the hope and belief that an early
educational start will give their children some advantage ultimately in the
race for college admission. This pressure built up strongly in the late 50’s
and early 60’s as the sharply increased birth rates of the 1940’s became felt in
secondary schools and colleges which were quite unprepared for large numbers
of young people. Parents began to ask questions about the value of free play
and the desirability of intellectual training in nursery schools. Kits for
prompting early reading appeared on the market, together with many books
on ‘“improving your child’s I.Q.”. It is interesting to note in this regard
that about 10 years ago the Montessori system gained a strong new lease on
life after 40 years of neglect in the United States. The sensory training
aspect of the system seemed to promise dividends for intelligence.

In the third place, there is a widespread social concern with large seg-
ments of the population who are socially and educationally underprivileged.
This concern, coupled with the now accepted principle that preschool years
are very important in development, has directed new attention to education
for the so-called preschool years. Some feel that the only way to break up
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the ‘ culture of poverty’ stranglehold on the large city ghettos is to get the
children into day schools as soon as possible. The Head-start aspect of Presi-
dent Johnson’s war on poverty program is the one feature of that program
which seems likely to survive current economy drives in Washington.

But apart from efforts to benefit sections of society there is also renewed
discussion of public education for all young children. As you know, compul-
sory public education in America begins at age six, and about half of the
states have legislation permitting it to begin at five. Now we hear talk of
education for all children at public expense to begin as early as age two or
three. Again, one of the reasons given is the presumed demandingness.of a
technological age.

In the fourth place, an unmistakable shift iS occurring in the American
ethos. Put oversimply perhaps, it is a kind of reaction against liberalism, and
it has been in the making for ten to 15 years. The American public, long
used to admiration of the practical man, has renewed suspicion of intellectuals.
There have been sharp reactions against the intellectualism of Adlai Stevenson
and President John F. Kennedy. The literature of child care increasingly
questions ‘ permissiveness’’. It is pointed out that the undisciplined youth
on today’s college campuses are * Dr. Spock’s babies come of age’’. There is
a sharp reaction, among many adults, to ‘‘ hippies’ and to youth’s ‘‘new
morality”’. There are many criticisms of ‘“softness” toward criminals, and
toward a ‘‘soft line” in riots. And there is the phenomenon of Mr. George
Wallace in politics. '

These are several manifestations of a conservative swing which many
commentators claim to see in American society. Certainly, there was a wave of
published criticism ten to fifteen years ago directed at public education as too
much concerned with life-adjustment and too little concerned with intellectual
accomplishment. Ripples from this wave of criticism continue on the surface
of discussions of educational philosophy and policy, including that of early
childhood education. '

E2]

From child psychology has come an influence -on early childhood education
which constitutes the fifth major factor influencing the split in early childhood
education philosophy. Put briefly, this is the active entry into child study of
experimental psychologists with particular theories of behavior modification.
Considered somewhat more fully, several distinct lines of influence from con-
temporary psychology have coverged on the education of young children, most
of these within the past ten years.

One line comes from the behaviorism of B.F. Skinner. As it affects early

childhood education this view is particularly well exemplified by the book on
infant behavior by Sidney Bijou and Donald M. Baer (1963) and that by Arthur
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Staats (1968) on language development. Behavior is seen as controlled by
reinforcements associated with particular stimulus.. Behavior development is
seen 4s a process of breaking behavior down into small segments, and shaping
them by controlling the reinforcement contingencies associated with their
occurrence. Thus, the educator’s attention is directed from general issues
such as the quality of the environment and the child’s general need for affec-
tion to specific behavior patterns to be produced or eliminated, and the appro-
priate schedule of rewarding smiles, nods, or trinkets which will effect the
behavior change. A publication of the National Association for the Education
of Young Children, The Young Child, edited by Hartup and Smothergill (1967)
represents, in part, the entry of this viewpoint into the professional world of
early childhood education.

In the second place, a number of interesting lines of research have con-
verged to produce a belief that level and guality of the organism’s responding
can be directly and permanently influenced by the character of early stimula-
tion. Tnere are many studies from animal research on the effects of specific con-
ditions of rearing behavioral responses. Some of these have to do with handling
or ‘‘ gentling ’; others have to do with severe sensory deprivation. Deprivation
is clearly demonstrated to have a deteriorating or seriously limiting effect on
behavior development. The conclusion has been drawn that if severe depriva-
tion can retard, then enrichment should accelerate development.

Thirdly, there has been a renewed interest in infants on the part of experi-
mental psychologists and behavior theorists. Work from the laboratory of
Luria in Moscow and Krasnagorski in Leningrad has suggested that direct
stimulation of the nervous system may enhance . behavioral development.
These men and psychologists in the United States have found that a baby not
only changes his physiological responses reflexly after sensory stimulation but
that he learns to change his behavior if he is rewarded in the process. There
have been many studies by learning theorists on the rate of sucking, various
motor behaviors, and even social and linguistic behaviors.

Some years ago, psychologist J. McVicker Hunt (1961), building on the
neurological theory of Donald Hebb, proposed that training in early childhood
could improve I. Q. level. He advanced much evidence for the argument that
complex skills can be taught much earlier than has generally been supposed,
especially if the behavior is modelled to very young children and their interest
and spontaneous effort is aroused. His book has had several important influ-
ences. He called attention to the significance of early sensory input on later
development. He called attention to the significant work of Piaget on intellec-
tual structures, until then largely overlooked by American psychologists. He
also anticipated the wealth of research by Jerome Bruner on cognitive develop-
ment. Finally, he criticized very sharply the traditional theory of early child-
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hood education for neglecting the cognitive and intellectual in favor of the
social and emotional features of development. His book appeared at the time
when public criticism of education was still high and had considerable impact
on educators as well as on psychological research.

Finally, there have been a literal flood of recent investigations which have
sought to investigate, from many vantage points, the specific kinds of stimula-
tion and treatments which will stimulate particular patterns of development.
Unwilling to accept the very general notion that simply increasing sensory
input, or even improving its quality, will generally improve development,
‘behaviorists have sought, in the analytical tradition of science to identify
particular patterns of enrichment or stimulation. The results of all this
research seem, at first look, to be confused and even contradictory. But some
findings are beginning to emerge which will, in time, permit us to build a
theory and practice of early childhood education based on scientific prin-
ciples.

To examine these emerging fingings and concepts would require a separate
paper. This paper wishes only to discuss the confusion and dismay which
many educators feel in the face of so much data, so many claims and counter
claims, and such sharp criticisms of early ideas and practices. ;

" The zealous young researchers in the rapidly growing company of psycho-
logical scholars seldom know the earlier research on children. Indeed, many
claim rather arrogantly that little pre-war work is relevant to modern experi-
mental procedures and techniques. It is true that much of the earlier work
was descriptive and expressed in a language not too difficult for the non-
scientist to understand. Much of the new work is done in laboratories, and
with equipment which educators do not see or understand. Results are ex-
pressed statistically, in the formal language of experimental sceience which
teachers do not understand. Virtually none of the experimenters are experienced
kindergarten or nursery school -teachers. Moreover, most active research
centers on child development now concentrate on research and do not support
teacher-training programs. It is not surprising, then, that many teachers of
young children are uneasy. They do not know the contemporary research
intimately, at first hand, as once they did. :

Some of the immediate extrapolations to practice of contemporary research
have claimed too much, too soon. Many evaluation of experimental training
practices have shown inconclusive results. This was particularly true of many
operation Head-start studies. This costly project was rushed into execution
for political and social action reasons. It had no consistent philosophy other
than the burning hope that stimulation, any kind of stimulation, should improve
the development of culturally deprived children. There were no standards for
personnel development or qualification except the belief that volunteers and
indigenous trainees could learn in a few weeks of crash courses to work ef-
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fectively under the supervision of trained teachers. ‘

It had only the most general standards for equipment and program. Here
and there an honest effort was made to introduce some specific form of sensory
stimulation or language training. By and large, however, the program was
founded on the broad faith that some kind of general stimulation provided in
group care during the summer could sufficiently enrich experience to make a
difference in the primary school performance of these children the following
vear. By and large the evidence is discouraging, and we really should not
have expected anything else. ’

More positive results. have come from several experimental programs
which have been conducted for some years. It is possible to mention only
three of these. Martin Deutsch (1964) in New York City has for a number of
years sought to identify patterns of psychological deficit in the urban slum
environments of young children. He has paid particular attention to language
limitations and limitations in experience with environmental objects and con-
cepts which are taken for granted in elemetary school curriculum. His experi-
mental preschool programs have sought to supply direct experience with such
objects and ideas. For children with one or two years experience in such
special preschool training, his results claim measurable advantages preserved
as far as the fourth or fifth grade in elementary school.

In a Tennessee town, Susan Gray and Rupert Klaus (1965) likewise deve-
loped training materials and practices to support vocabulary and concept learn-
ing for four and five year old children. The effects of a daily school experi-
ence, continued for one summer, persisted into the second and third grades
as measured by intelligence and especially by academic achievement tests. A
more important finding in this study is that the effects spread to a small but
measureable degree to near-age siblings who did not attend the special
school. In another phase of their work, Gray, and Klaus developed simple
kits of picture books and play material which were given to the mothers of
these children who were also given simple instructions as to how to use ‘the
materials with thier children. Here, not only did siblings definitely profit, but
neighbor children who did not attend school and did not have siblings in the
experimental program also showed gains in school. Apparently the take-home,
do-it-yourself kits were being used by many children. These are positive and
encouraging findings.

More controvercial is the program at the University of Illinois under the
direction of Carl Bereiter and Siegfried Engelmann (1966). The authors of
this plan set forth five distinctive characteristics: ‘
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(1) Fast pace. As many as 500 responses are required of each child in
each of three 20 minute periods, distributed in a two hour program.

(2) Reduced task-irrelevant behavior. Teacher actively directs the child-
ren and relies very little on spontaneous. interchanges with the children, or
between children.

(3) Strong emphasis on verbal responses. Usually the children chant or
shout the responses in unison.

(4) Carefully planned small-step instructional units with continual feedback.
The teacher plans and directs the responses which are allowed ; irrelevant
responses and exchanges are not permitted. Mistakes are corrected imme-
diately.

(5) Heavy work demands. Children are required to pay attention and to
work hard.

Here is a transcription of work with a group of‘ five-year-olds from
culturally and intellectually deprived homes (pp. 508-509):

...... The teacher switches to higher-order class concepts.
First comes a quick review of a previously learned—and popular
—class concept.

Teacher: Tell me something that is a weapon.

Children (ad lib): A gun......A rifle...... A sword...... Bow’'n

Teacher: What’s the rule? If you use it "’

Children (in unison): If you use it to hurt someone, it’s a
weapon.

Teacher: Can you use a stick to hurt someone?

Children (ad lib): No...... Yeah...... You can hit ’em...... You
can throw it...... If it’s a big stick......

Teacher: If you use a stick to hit somebody, then what
do you know about it?

Children (more or less in unison): It’s a weapon.

Teacher: Tell me something that is not a weapon.

The review takes less than two minutes. The teacher then
moves immediately into the presentation of a new concept—part.

Teacher (pointing): This is Tyrone. Now listen. (Holding
up Tyrone’s hand and speaking slowly and methodically in a way
that the children have learned to recognize as a signal that some-
thing new is being presented.) This is a part of Tyrone. This
part of Tyrone isa— .

Children : Hand.

Teacher (pointing to Tyrone’s nose): And this is a part of
Tyrone. This part of Tyrone is a— .
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Children : Nose.

Several other parts of Tyrone are introduced in this way and
then .the teacher alters the presentation to require the children
to provide more of the stantement.

Teacher (pointing.to Tyrone’s ear): Is this a part of Tyrone?

Children : Yeah. ‘

Teacher: Yes, this is a—__.

Children: Part of Tyrone.

Progessively the chilren are led to the point where they are
supplying the entire pair of statements. Negative instances are
introduced.

Teacher (pointing to Marie’s nose) : Is this a part of Tyrone?

Children : No, this is not a part of Tyrone.

Consideration is then shifted to parts of a chair and parts
of an automobile (using a picture book). At the end of six minutes
the children have achieved a tenuous mastery of the concept but
have started to become restless and to make thoughtless errors.’
The teacher then shifts to a concept that had been introduced
the day before—vehicle. She will return the next day to further
work on the concept, part. During the closing minutes of the
period, when some of the children are becoming inattentive, the
teacher says, ‘“ Try real hard to get this, and then we’ll have
time to do some jungle animals.” This enticemente serves to pull
the group together for the final exercise on vehicles.”

Thus, in practice this program is very like the formal school environments
which the traditional, experience-oriented, child-centered kindergartens sought
to replace or change.

Such a program, it is claimed, produces highly significant intellectual and
educational gains. At the end of nine months the children (now five-year-olds)
had gained 10 I. Q. points, showed normal five-year-olds language abilities, 6 14
year reading performance and 74 year arithmetic performance. The authors
insist that such children like school, develop confidence and aggressiveness,
spontaneity and creativity, to a degree unusual for children from such social
backgrounds. They assert that ‘‘there have not been more than the usual
number of anxiety symptoms’’ and indeed, ‘“‘the stable and work-oriented atmos-
phere of the school seems to have made it an island of security ”’ in an other-
wise chaotic often violent and crisis ridden life pattern.

To a greater or lesser degree all these programs emphasize specific intel-

lectual content. However, it should be pointed out that conventional nursery
school and kindergarten programs hdave never consisted solely of motor activi-
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ties. = Intellectual activities and content have always been included. The
difference in focus is, however, fairly dramatic, especially in the Bereiter-
Engelmann school.

Ultimately, no matter what the psychologists and the educational research-
ers find, the question of the kind of kindergarten program comes back to the
question—what kind of outcomes—whether intellectual, or social, or emotional
or other—does one wish to foster? And this comes down to the philosophical
question what kind of good man does a society want? This question has been
answered variously in different societies, and at different times in history.
The difference now is that in this century as man changes his pattern of life
drastically from year to year, moves outward into space, and holds in his
hand the life and death of entire populations he can no longer leave these
questions to the slow workings of history. Man must use his rational cognitive
powers to decide his educational values and to implement his decisions. Be-
havioral science can help implement the decisions, but in arriving at a judg-
ment of who and what is the good man which we wish to educate, behavioral
science can only take its place among all the scholarly and esthetic areas that
comprise human learning.

America has had only three influential educational philosophers in two
centuries—Thomas Jefferson, William James and John Dewey. Will psycholo-
gist Jerome Bruner make his contribution to the present generation, as some
have suggested? The next five or ten years will tell. Lacking the influential
spokesman, will today’s urgent needs, men of competence, and the democratic
process, provide the necessary incentive and materials for the definition of
values and goals? - I suspect that if not, America may not survive this
century.

Bereiter, Carl and S. Engelmann. Observations on the use of direct instruc-
tion with young disadvantaged children. J. Sch. Psychol. 1966, 4, No. 3.
Bijou, Sidney W. and D. M. Baer. Child Development, Vol. 1, Systmatic and
Empirical Theory. Appleton, 1963.

Deutsch, M. Facilitating development in the pre-school child: social and psy-
chological perspectives. Merrill Palmer Quarterly, 1964, 10, 249-263.

Gray, Susan and R. A. Klaus. An experimental preschool program for culturally
deprived children. Child Developm. 1965, 36, 887-898.

Hartup, W. W. and Nancy L. Smothergill. The Young Child. Washington, D.
C.: National Association for the Education of Young Children, 1967.

Hunt, J. McV. Intelligence and Experience, Ronald, 1961. -

Staats, A. W. Language Learning and Cognitive Development, Holt, 1968.
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