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INTRODUCTION


World Bank data show that children throughout the world start formal schooling between five and seven years old.  In the United Kingdom however, compulsory education begins on the younger side; children commence school the first term immediately after their fifth birthday, with some even starting at age four in the term before their birthday (Riggall and Sharp, 2008).  Before then, many children ages three and four are enrolled in government-funded nursery schools.   Recently new educational policies in the UK aimed at accountability in schools are creating an early start to testing and formal teaching, even in these early childhood years.  But will this push for academic skills actually improve student outcomes?  Or is a play-based, non-cognitive skills approach better for creating knowledgeable and productive citizens?  In this paper, we'll explore the research on the effects of early formal schooling as opposed to a more child-directed learning approach in order to make a recommendation on the possible changes to early education policy in the United Kingdom.

BACKGROUND


The early years before formal schooling are extremely important on an individual level and the societal level.  Brain growth in the first years of life has a continuing impact into adulthood.  Everything around the child influences their development – the food they eat, the air they breathe, the relationships they have with their parents and caregivers.  Early experiences not only build neuron connections, but can also change gene expression through epigenetics (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010).  All of these influences affect future health and intellectual abilities, which in turn affect educational attainment and economic productivity.  The United Kingdom recognizes the importance of these first years, and has various social policies in place to support this early development, including providing free part-time preschool or nursery care for three and four year olds before beginning formal education with Key Stage 1 in primary school.  


Historically, the government in the United Kingdom had not set educational policy for the early childhood years before compulsory schooling (aka the “under-fives”), but in 1996, when nursery vouchers were first tested, the Desirable Outcomes for Children's Learning on Entering Compulsory Education framework was put forth by the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority through the Department of Education and Employment in London.  This document emphasized early literacy and numeracy skills, but also set the context of learning with the importance of play, stating in the Welsh version that “well structured and purposeful play activities enhance and extend children's learning” (Qualifications, Curriculum, and Assessment Authority for Wales, 1996).  These outcomes were revised in 1999 to the Early Learning Goals (ELGs) with expanded literacy goals, and then the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage was launched in 2000, creating a national curriculum for the early years (ages 3-5) similar to the National Curriculum for the later stages.  This curriculum document continued to show the significance of youngsters playing in school stating that “well-planned play is a key way in which children learn with enjoyment and challenge during the foundation stage” (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2000), even though it also emphasized cognitive skills in reading and mathematics.  


The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), first defined in 2006 and going into effect in 2008, took the cognitive emphasis even further with its Learning and Development Requirements, including high literacy and math targets possibly even above age-appropriate education.  In 2012, the new EYFS was introduced, reducing the early learning goals from 69 to 17.  This new EYFS reiterates the policy of assessment at the end of the Foundation Stage (age 4-5), but also still recommends that play be the main mode of learning, saying “play is essential for children’s development, building their confidence as they learn to explore, to think about problems, and relate to others.  Children learn by leading their own play, and by taking part in play which is guided by adults” (Department for Education, 2012).  Now in 2013, new policies are being considered that would increase testing in the early years and decrease the role of play in nursery teachers' curriculum instruction.  A letter to The Daily Telegraph signed by 127 senior education influencers expresses concern over these possible policies and calls for a stop to the “early start to testing and quasi-formal teaching” and a return to the “active, creative, and outdoor play which is recognized by psychologists as vital for physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development” (Ellyatt et al, 2013).  But what does the research say?  Will this turn to earlier academic skills foster better skills later in reading and math?  Or as these educational leaders say, is early learning better off being more child-led?

RESEARCH REVIEW


The goal of the nursery years is to set the stage for primary schooling and get the young children ready to move into compulsory education.  What constitutes 'school ready'?  While many policy-makers seem to think that early academic skills, such as being able to read simple sentences or recite the numbers one through twenty, are important for nursery students to know before starting Key Stage 1, “only 4% of teachers felt that it was most important for a definition of the term 'school ready' to include a child having a basic understanding of reading, writing and arithmetic”.  This research review published by the Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY) in 2013 found that childcare professionals, parents, and primary teachers all saw school readiness less in terms of academic or cognitive skills such as literacy and numeracy, and more in terms of curiosity for learning, strong social and emotional skills, and the ability to act independently.  


These non-cognitive skills are not only seen as important at the beginning of school, but have also been associated with better future outcomes in adolescence and adulthood.  For example, Coneus and Laucht's 2008 research looked at an epidemiological cohort study of children in Germany and found that high attention span and interest in new objects in the early years were positively correlated with educational attainment and better health in the teen years, where as a prevailing bad mood and high distractability negatively impacted behavior and performance years later.  Similarly, the classic Marshmallow Study by Shoda, Mischel, and Peake showed in their 1990 follow-up that the ability to delay gratification in the preschool years was correlated with higher SAT scores.  Delaying gratification and sustaining attention are some of the important non-cognitive skills known as executive functioning (EF).   Initial EF skills in preschool and kindergarten have been found to mediate and predict later academic gains in multiple other studies (Bierman, Nix, Greenberg, Blair, & Domitrovich, 2008; Howse, Calkins, Anastopoulos, Keane, & Shelton, 2003; Graziano, Reavis, Keane, & Calkins, 2007).  So primary teachers and the academic research agree that the non-cognitive skills are just as important, if not more important, to school readiness as the cognitive or academic skills.  But what types of early childhood education help to develop these non-cognitive skills and contribute to positive outcomes later in school?


One research study to directly look at the differences in future academic results based on the type of early childhood education attended is Marcon's paper Moving Up the Grades.  This 2002 follow-up studies children's performance in fifth and sixth grade after being in one of three preschool environments – child directed, academic directed, or a combination.  While not randomly assigned to the different conditions, the young students were randomly selected to be geographically dispersed and representative of the socio-economics of the district, which was predominantly African-American with a high proportion of free lunch / low income families.  Marcon's original 1999 research found that the children in more play-based preschools showed greater mastery of basic skills, and her later follow-up continued to show an effect.  Although no significant differences were found in academic achievement in fifth grade, the students' report card scores in sixth grade were correlated with the type of preschool they had attended, such that those who had been in a child directed setting had GPAs 14% higher than those who had attended academically directed schools.  Also in both fifth and sixth grades, the students' behavior scores as noted by their teachers were worse for those kids from preschools focused on academics – perhaps indicating that these students had not developed the social, emotional, and executive functioning skills needed to behave well in the classroom setting.  Although causality can't be determined from this non-experimental study, at the very least the differences indicate that a play-based environment is not detrimental to later academic achievement, and may even provide a slight advantage over early schooling that is focused on cognitive skills.


Another major study that investigated the long-term differences for students enrolled in different styles of early learning is the High/Scope Perry Preschool Curriculum Comparison Research, which tracked children through age 23 after being randomly assigned to one of three conditions – the High/Scope Preschool curriculum which emphasized child initiated learning with teachers as guides and facilitators, the Direct Instruction model including teacher-led academic skills training, and the traditional Nursery School format with thematic units and the freedom for children to choose their activities.  Initial academic findings showed little difference between the three groups through grade school; however, self-reports at age 15 and actual arrest reports at age 23 showed major differences in the students' behavior and social conduct.  47% of the Direct Instruction group was identified as emotionally impaired or disturbed at some point, as opposed to only 6% of each of the other two groups.  Also the Direct Instruction (DI) group had three times as many felony arrests as the High/Scope and Nursery School groups.  While the sample size for this study was small (only 68 children), these results again seem to show no continuing academic benefit to starting formal academic instruction early and significant disadvantages in developing the students' non-cognitive skills.


Other related literature reviews remark on studies with similar findings.  David Elkind (2001) cites a study by Recorla, Hyson, and Hirsh-Pasek showing “no academic differences between the two groups” of preschoolers attending an academic program versus a developmentally appropriate program, although the children in the more cognitive-based schooling were more anxious and had lower self-esteem.  Caroline Sharp (2002) also talks about the Sylva and Nabuco study in Portugal which found the same outcomes – higher anxiety without ongoing academic advantages for the formal skills group.  So with definite non-cognitive disadvantages, are there any benefits to directly teaching academic skills at an early age?


Some studies do find that teacher-led instructional methods in the 'under-fives' curriculum improve literacy and math skills in the short-term, but unfortunately with no significant improvement over the long term.  For example, Miller, Dyer, Stevenson, and White studied four different types of preschool programs in Louisville, Kentucky in 1975, including Bereiter-Engelmann (BE) and Darcee (DARC), both didactic teacher-directed curriculums including drills in academics; Montessori (MONT), a child-led cognitive learning environment which sees students as curious and eager to learn; and Traditional (TRAD), also child-led but with more focus on social skills and group learning.  All four programs had previously shown positive results in past research, but this study looked both at the immediate impact and at the long-term differences over four years in cognitive, social, motivational, and perceptual development areas.  Miller and Dyer were very thorough in their research – getting as close to random assignment as they could, taping teachers to see the differences in the classrooms, using multiple types of testing.  The students in the fast-paced, instructor-led BE and DARC programs did show initial IQ and academic gains over the other groups during their prekindergarten year.  One especially interesting finding in the nursery age environments was the Dog and Bone test which attempted to measure inventiveness – both the BE and TRAD groups had low scores for this test despite being very different in terms of teacher vs child directed instruction.  Miller and Dyer point out that both of these programs had a higher ratio of negative reinforcement (“that's the wrong answer” or “we don't behave that way in class”) than DARC and MONT, which may stifle creativity and cause the students to avoid trying new ideas.  While the teacher-directed programs did show initial academic advantages, upon follow-up through second grade, these cognitive effects 'faded out' with only the male students from the MONT (child-led learning) group showing a significant advantage even over the control groups.  Any early academic differences between the four types of experimental programs were reduced or even reversed in the following years.  Miller and Dyer conclude that immediate academic success is not the best criterion for evaluating early education programs as their data do not show continued improvement from the curriculums with early cognitive advantages.


If these early academic programs don't show consistent gains, is it even worth having goals and guidelines for the 'under-fives'?  Providing free nursery services certainly enables economic freedoms for the parents and, of course, the preschoolers' safety and physical well-being needs to be looked after, but perhaps no early educational policy is needed and the young children can just be left to play as they want.  Will three and four year olds develop these school readiness skills totally on their own?  The research says no.  While this strategy may work out fine for youngsters with a strong home environment full of learning interactions, for those preschoolers coming from poorer households with less parent involvement, high-quality early learning opportunities in group settings do show significant short-term and long-term benefits.  One of the most influential studies is the 2005 High/Scope Perry Preschool Research, which followed experimental and control groups through to age 40.  In 1962 in Ypsilanti, Michigan, 123 low-income, high-risk African-American students were randomly assigned to either the High/Scope Preschool child-directed curriculum or to no early childhood program.  These students had better academic achievements throughout primary and secondary schooling as well as higher rates of high school graduation.  They also had higher rates of adult employment and lower rates of criminal behavior.  The researchers calculated an economic return of $16.14 per dollar invested into the early care program, in terms of crime savings, education savings, and increased tax revenue from better adult earnings for these Perry Preschoolers.   


The Abecedarian Project also found significant educational benefits to high-quality early childhood education.  In this 1970's project, 57 infants were randomly assigned to either an educational game-based early intervention emphasizing language development through age five or to the control group with no treatment.  The experimental group showed both initial mental gains and continued gains even though age 21, as well as higher rates of four-year college attendance and lower rates of teen pregnancy.  These two major research experiments show that a lackadaisical early learning policy would not produce the short-term school readiness skills nor the long-term educational benefits for disadvantaged 'under-fives' that high-quality child-led care can.


So if early child-led education does have significant advantages over no interventions, but early academic-focused education does not seem to show continued gains above that, is there any reason to push for more assessment and formal learning in Foundation Stage?  Other European countries don't seem to think so.  Many of the Scandinavian and Eastern European regions don't start formal schooling until seven years old, a full two to three years later than UK children.  As Caroline Sharp (2002) notes, comparisons between countries' achievements on international exams fail to show any consistent long-term academic gains in correlation with the starting age of formal schooling.  In later review, Riggall and Sharp (2008) cite Mullins et al's 2003 study showing “no clear relationship between age of entry to 

primary schooling and fourth-grade reading achievement”.  Also Finland's phenomenal success on the international exams as a nation that doesn't start compulsory schooling until age seven can be taken as anecdotal evidence to show that early play-based learning and a more permissive curriculum are not harmful to educational achievement and may be beneficial (Office for Standards in Education, 2003).

CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATION


As the research shows that there are no distinct long-lasting advantages to be gained from starting teacher-directed, academic-focused instruction in early education, the United Kingdom's educational policy for the nursery years should continue to reflect an emphasis on learning through play.  Teacher training for the 'under-fives' should still include instruction and practice in facilitating child-led activities, as well as in fostering non-cognitive skills including social, emotional, and executive functioning.  Some students may see short-term benefits from sessions of didactic instruction, but the overall policy would best be served by maintaining a focus on playful exploration, positive interaction, and whole-child development.  


Paper 2: Literature Review and Implications for Policy. The minister of education a country or jurisdiction in which you are working has asked you to write a brief paper to guide her thinking on one of the key policy issues in education in that jurisdiction. In this paper you will identify the issue, examine policy alternatives to address it and make a recommendation. You will use literature to inform your analysis of these alternatives. 

In order to fulfill the minister’s requirement, your paper should:

· Identify the issue clearly 

· Use evidence to explain why this issue is important

· Review pertinent empirical research on the issue, in the specific jurisdiction or internationally, and on the effects of policies, programs and practices which have been used to address it, marshal the existing evidence on the issue, and discuss the key implications of the readings for policy decisions 

· Make a recommendation

· Focus on telling a story that is consistent, articulate and crisp 

· Be a maximum of 10 pages, double spaced

Empirical research is a particular form of discourse that differs from anecdotal observations or speculative argument; but a form of discourse where the claims made are supported by qualitative/quantitative/ research evidence. Evidence is generated by systematic efforts to describe reality such as testing the competencies of students, their attitudes, assessing teacher practice, school organization, the implementation of curriculum and interventions and the like, and historical analysis. Research is generally published in specialized journals, and evaluation reports, it can include comparative education articles, journal articles, books or reports about single national education systems, synthesis of other research, etc. 

Research differs from essays --arguments and claims not explicitly supported by evidence-- or from newspaper articles or on reflections from personal experience. Newspaper articles, materials from apocryphal sources, marketing materials or speculative or fiction writing are not appropriate to substantiate your claims in policy analysis.

This paper will comprise 20% of your grade and is due Friday October 25, 2012 by 5pm. 

Clearly identifies a policy challenge - Clearly identifies an education problem that can be addressed through policy interventions 

Focuses on one country or region and and provides a description of the policy challenge supported by relevant data sources - Focuses on one country or region and provides a brief description of that context

- Provides a pertinent description of the problem, supported by data 

- Articulates a clear argument regarding the importance of the issue for policy

Synthesizes the central arguments and findings advanced by research literature on the selected policy challenge 

I Identifies original implications of this research for policy in the  given context, making specific policy recommendations

Is organized and written logically and clearly, without errors that may prohibit comprehension

- Contains a clear introduction, a conclusion, and arguments follow a logical sequence supported by evidence, and thoughtful transitions 

- Content is of appropriate range and depth

- Sources are varied,  research-based and cited appropriately

- Contains an appropriately formatted reference page
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