Miseducation: Preschoolers at Risk
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Book Summary by Lily Talley
This article will explain why preschoolers are at risk in today’s world from “miseducation.” Dr. Elkind has over 25+ years of experience with child research and the book has a lot of good things to think about.

Chapter 1: 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. 
· When we instruct children in academic subjects, or in swimming, 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. The aim of early-childhood education is to provide enriched social and play experiences that children might not get at home. 

· Many pre-first-grade children are subjected to rigid formal pre-reading programs with inappropriate expectations and experiences for their level of development. Too little attention is placed upon reading for pleasure; therefore children do not associate reading with enjoyment. 

· With gifted and talented individuals, as with children in general, the most important thing is an excitement about and enthusiasm for learning. Skills are easily learned when the motivation is there. Miseducation, by focusing upon skills to the detriment of motivation, pays an enormous price for teaching infants and young children what amounts to a few tricks. 

· If children do not have the opportunity to talk about and reflect upon their experiences, they are not likely to learn from them. 

· Healthy education supports and encourages spontaneous exploring and learning.  

The Social Dynamics of Miseducation
Chaper 2: Superkids: Miseducation Parent Style

· Today’s parents believe that starting earlier is the best way to give their child an edge against the competition. 
· What does harm is the imposition of certain family styles on children at too early an age, which constitutes miseducation. 

· By getting their young child into an academically oriented preschool and/or by teaching the child to read early, some parents hope to give their child superior intellectual ability. What is wrong with that, any reasonable person might ask? What is wrong is that it involves a subtle shift of responsibility from the child to the parent. Yet if children fail to do well, it is of course the child’s fault, because they were given everything needed to attain intellectual superiority and didn’t exploit it. 
· The problem with parents giving children the ingredients for intellectual superiority is that they can take credit for the children’s success while denying any responsibility for their failure. 

· Regarding athletics, there is little reason for starting a seven or eight year old child and certainly none at all for beginning before the age of five. The young child is put at risk physically. Muscles do not attain full volume and bones are not totally calcified until adolescence, rigorous sports activities may do the child real physical harm. There is also a psychological risk when children experience competition at too early of an age, before they have the sense of security and self-esteem to handle it. 
· The eruption of the permanent teeth is a good index of when the child is really ready for formal instruction and competition. 

· We cannot expect infants to retain skills as older children or adults do. It is our responsibility as parents to make every effort to ensure that the adults to whom we entrust our children’s care are going to look out for our children’s welfare. We cannot really educate young children to do this for themselves. 

· This doesn’t mean that we should not say anything to young children about not going with strangers; it does mean that we should not expect young children to appreciate the message fully until they are six or seven.
·  Likewise, if swimming and exercise classes for young children provide a social outing for the parents and are developmentally appropriate for the child, the physical risks are reduced and balanced by the healthy interaction such activities promote between parent and child. 

· Young children do not have the concepts to understand death, much less birth. Deliberate early exposure of a child to emotional events does not ensure a psychological super kid. In fact, the result may be just the opposite- an emotionally troubled youngster. The risks arise when we get caught up in the “super kid” psychology and try to produce a super kid by imposing a life-style too early, before the child is ready to cope with our adult trappings and exertions. In the end, if we only take the time and make the effort to appreciate our children on their own terms, we will discover that every child is indeed a super kid. 

Chapter 3: The competent Child: Miseducation in the Schools

· We can change the level of the content and the methods we use to instruct children, but we cannot change the ways in which children learn. To say that a child can learn anything at any age ignores all that we know about the growth and development of children.  A child’s ability to learn a few words from sight does not mean that he or she can learn phonics. When the first-grade curriculum is passed down into the kindergarten and the kindergarten curriculum is taught to four-year-olds, which is happening, we see the results of this false concept of young children’s competence. Young children learn in a different manner from that of older children and adults. 
· Young children are not test-conscious and are not concerned about doing well. 

· By the age of four, children have become more socialized and have a longer attention span .
· The image of a competent young child has caused a lot of confusion about what is a healthy education for your children. If we want and/or need to work when our children are small, we should accept this and be honest with ourselves and with our children. The bulk of the evidence suggests that young children who are cared for in high-quality programs suffer no untoward harm and can even benefit in significant ways. Once we accept this, we can devote our energies to encouraging the schools to provide programs that best fit the needs of our children instead of programs which offer relief from our guilt by falsely promising to raise our children’s IQs or to make them more academically successful than they would be if formal instruction were begun later. We need to see the early years for what they are; and not through the lenses of social, political, and personal dynamics that provide a distorted image of early-childhood competence. 
Chapter 4: Status, Competition, and Computers: Miseducation as a Response to Social Pressure

· If we treat infants and young children as if they were members of the privileged class, can we really expect them to feel otherwise after they grow up? Competitive parents believe that they can give their children the best chance at making it if they make their children highly competitive as well. Installing a sense that education is a race and that competitiveness is essential to achievement miseducates children. Rather than preparing them for success, it may put them at risk of failure, or at least of doing more poorly than they might otherwise do. 
The Risks of Miseducation

Chapter 5: Trust and Autonomy Versus Mistrust, Shame, and Doubt

· Does leaving an infant in a day-care center or with an in-house baby-sitter during the day put the child’s attachment to parents and sense of trust in jeopardy? No! First of all, it appears that the infant’s attachment to and trust in the parent is not, or at least not primarily, dependent upon the parent’s meeting the baby’s biological needs. A baby does not automatically become attached to the person who feeds and changes him or her, and so on. Likewise, it does not appear that bonding is determined by the absolute amount of time the baby is with particular adults. What does seem critical for the establishment of attachment and trust is the parent’s attitude and receptivity to the child’s communications. 
· Child caregivers become attached to a certain degree, of course—otherwise they would not be human, but they also develop strategies for distancing themselves from becoming too involved. Hospital nurses have learned to be loving and caring towards patients, but not too attached as the patient may die. Although this is an extreme case, it highlights the reason why caregivers of infants and young children do not manifest the attitudes that would encourage strong bonding on the part of the infant. Not surprisingly, then, the research strongly suggest that infants are attached to and trust their parents, even when they have been cared for since the early months of life by a caregiver for a considerable portion of the day.  (Assuming that the non-parental care is of high quality.) 

· Quality time is very important and a certain quantity of time is necessary to convey commitment and to encourage trust. Quality time is really not enough; quantity is essential too. 

· Warm interactions encourage attachment and a sense of trust; cold interactions mar attachment and encourage distrust.  We engage in warm interactions when, during the course of routine caring activities, such as feeding, changing, bathing, and comforting the baby, we accompany our ministrations with talk, cuddling, singing, and playing. We tell the baby in many different ways that we like him or her as a person and really enjoy their company. By showing our attachment in a warm, lovely way, we encourage attachment and trust on the part of our baby. In contrast, cold interactions are task-rather than child- oriented. They involve demands, stern looks and words, and the threat of punishment, or withdrawal of love. 
· We may put the child’s attachment and sense of trust at risk by imposing adult learning priorities that by necessity are task-oriented rather than child-oriented.

· An abiding sense of attachment and a healthy sense of trust are fundamental to later healthy interpersonal relationships. 

· Before they begin formal schooling, children can be strongly motivated to learn to read if they have parents who read to them. 

· Potty Training
Because no two children are exactly alike and children follow their own individual developmental timetables, there is no hard and fast rule for when to begin toilet training. Such training can only be accomplished after the child has acquired a certain degree of muscular control and after the nervous system is sufficiently well developed. As their nervous systems mature, toddlers get signals when their bowel or bladder is full, and they discover that they can help the process of evacuation by contracting or relaxing their muscles. They also discover that they can “hold back” and delay the evacuation. As toddlers acquire the rudiments of language, they begin to associate certain words with the feelings and exertions they are experiencing. It is not a good idea to initiate toilet training at times of emotional upheaval in the family, such as the birth of a new sibling, a move to a new house, or a visit from grandparents. Effective toilet training requires a comfortable, relaxed atmosphere for both parent and child. Toilet training must wait upon the child’s physical maturity as well as upon intellectual and emotional development. 
· Other Motor Skills
At two years old, most children have sufficient motor coordination to enable them to scribble with a crayon, cut gashes in paper with a pair of blunt child’s scissors, and pile four or five blocks in a tower. 
· Children at this age are not interested in dressing themselves, in part because they lack the motor control. Motor skills take time to learn, and we should not get upset if children spill a bit of food while trying to feed themselves. But if they are really trying to get the job done, then we should support the endeavor and not worry too much about the spills. Children, who are eager and willing helpers, should be encouraged as this is a healthy sense of autonomy. 
· As adults, we sometimes forget that most things in the household are made for adult-sized hands and adult-strength muscles such as: doorknobs, chairs, tables, forks, and plates. Children like the independence and autonomy of self-care, but sometimes they may get a little frightened of their newfound autonomy and may want to be looked after by the parent. Try to find a healthy middle ground between doing everything for children and doing nothing for them and expecting them to cope with the adult-sized world. Expect children to engage in self-help activities and to make these activities more accessible to children by downsizing materials, or by breaking the skills down into smaller, more doable components whenever this is possible. 
· Motor Miseducation
At the heart of motor miseducation is the belief that if you start a child earlier in a particular motor skill, the child will have an advantage over children who will begin learning that skill at a later age. The research simply does not support this assumption. Such early conditioned training breaks down when the child’s voluntary participation is required. Training is important, but it is much more effective and efficient when it is introduced when the child is physically ready than when it is not. Programs designed to teach three and four-year kids to ski, play tennis, do karate, and engage in gymnastics miseducate young children in a somewhat different way. A child can learn to imitate you when eating with a spoon. Imitation plays a role, but the skills are too complex for imitation itself to be of much use. Very young children subjected to such instruction are in danger of learning to be overly dependent upon adults for guidance and direction. Their budding sense of autonomy is put at risk for no purpose. This danger can be avoided when they are taught at a later, more appropriate age. The first three years of life are critical for the child’s attainment of a healthy sense of trust and autonomy. It is only the purveyors of athletic instruction for infants and young children who profit from such programs. 
Chapter 6: Initiative and Belonging Versus Guilt and Alienation

· During the second year of life, the toddler gives evidence of a new level of symbolic ability-namely, the ability to use language creatively. The infant learns to reproduce the sounds of the language spoken by the parents and begins to reproduce a few words. Such single words, however, often represent a whole sentence: “up” means “pick me up”; “milk” means “I want some milk.” This is the first hallmark of the symbolic system, because the child is using language “creatively.” As parents, we do not speak to infants in single-word sentences, so their use of single-word sentences is creative and not imitative. 
· Four and five-year-old children are notorious question-askers, and children’s questions represent an effort at intellectual initiative as well as an attempt to take the social initiative in interacting with adults. If we respond appropriately to the children’s questions, we provide them with the sense that the effort and anxiety involved in taking the intellectual and social initiative are worthwhile. On the other hand, if we ignore the meaning and the importance of children’s questions, we not only lose an opportunity to encourage social and intellectual initiative, we may also contribute to children’s associating curiosity with a sense of guilt. 
· We must also remember that young children’s verbal skills far outpace their conceptual knowledge. Preschoolers sound much brighter and more knowledgeable than they really are, which is why so many parents and grandparents are so sure their progeny are gifted and super-bright. Because children’s questions sound so mature and sophisticated, we are tempted to answer them at a level of abstraction far beyond the child’s level of comprehension. This is a temptation we should resist. When we answer a child’s questions at the level of purpose, at the level at which they are asked, we can still challenge the child intellectually. The child knows that the sun shines and that it is warm, but might not have thought that it helps the flowers, trees, and grass to grow. In general, we can challenge a child more by horizontal enrichment (by elaborating on what the child already knows) than by vertical acceleration (by introducing totally new and abstract concepts). If you are ever stuck and don’t know an answer, ask the child for their opinion. Accept the child’s answer as an expression of opinion, not a statement of fact. Our aim in answering or responding to children’s questions is to encourage intellectual and social initiative, not discourage it. If a child asks about death or sex, remember that children’s language ability far outstrips their conceptual understanding. The child may simply want to know how to fill out a form where it says ‘ Sex, M or F.’
· Most preschoolers ask questions about sex because they heard someone else talk about it. It is the way the word is talked about and used that excites young children’s curiosity, not the meaning of the words themselves. With sexual questions, we are best advised to ask children just what it is they mean by the words they are using. 
· With respect to death, preschool children cannot grasp the concept in the same way adults do. Most children until the age of eight or nine cannot grasp the concept of biological life termination.  If you respond with “Grandpa died because he was sick, “children may believe that they will die when they are sick. We need to encourage questions even if we do nothing more than ask for children’s own answers and find out what they have formed for themselves. 

· By four years of age, children are becoming interested in peers and peer-group play and begin talking about “my friend.” The three-to-four-year-old period seems to be critical in the determination of the child’s later sense of social integration or alienation. “Parallel Play,” is play side by side but not with each other, at age three. “Cooperative Play” is usually done by four-year-olds who interact with one another in the sense that they must take turns using a material and that they are truly talking “to” rather than “at” one another.

Chapter 7: Industry and Competence Versus Inferiority and Helplessness

· During the elementary school period, children have to learn the work habits that they will carry into adult life. If children experience excessive failure in efforts to meet the demands of schooling, their sense of inferiority, of being less able than others, will be enhanced. Before the early school years, we can contribute to children’s sense of industry by our praise and support of their successive achievements in motor, intellectual, and social skills. The child’s sense of industry and of inferiority derives from social comparison. 
· The learning of young children is manipulative and fundamental as opposed to the learning of older children and adults, which is symbolic and derived. Young children learn through direct encounters with the immediate world of people and objects, through exploring these experiences with all their senses and combining these experiences to arrive at more complex and complete schemas, or elementary concepts of the furnishings of everyday life. After age six or seven, symbolic manipulation takes precedence over actual or manual manipulation. The age period of three to six is an overlap one between manipulative-fundamental learning and symbolic-derived learning. The general principle is the same: explore, manipulate, and conceptualize the object, quality, or relationship. The fact that young children learn in manipulative and fundamental ways should be the basis of educational practice for this age group. 
· We miseducate young children when we ignore the manipulative and fundamental nature of their learning. When we push the first-grade curriculum into the kindergarten, we are imposing symbolic and derived learning experiences on children who for the most part, are not ready for such experiences. There is considerable evidence to support the negative effects of presenting formal instruction to children who are not yet equipped to learn in the symbolic and derived modes. There is also evidence that individual children who are exposed to formal instruction (symbolic and derived learning) too early experience both short-term and long-term negative effects. A number of studies have found that children who enter kindergarten before the age of five are more likely to do poorly academically and to drop out of high school than children who are older than age five when they enter kindergarten. When it comes to formal instruction, which requires symbolic and derived learning, earlier is not better. 

· Psychologies generally distinguish between extrinsic (reward/punishment) and intrinsic (curiosity, self-esteem, price) motivation. The structural imperative is one form of intrinsic motivation, a motivation that derives from children’s need to realize an intellectual potential or mental structure. The structural imperative for learning language is generally gone by the age of eleven or twelve and takes an extrinsic motive (such as getting a college degree) to learn a foreign language thereafter. “Concrete Operations” a type of mental structure, allows five to six-year-old-children to learn rules such as “When two vowels go walking, the first one does the talking”; they make it possible for children to grasp English phonics. Concrete operations are essential for a child to profit from formal instruction, but they are not acquired through formal instruction. When we support and encourage children’s structural imperative, we also strengthen their sense of competence in themselves and in their abilities. At home and at school, the attainment of concrete operations is facilitated by providing children with the materials that both nourish and exercise these developing operations. 

· Intellectual giftedness and creative talent are not the same; in fact, they represent two different modes of thought. Intellectual giftedness reflects what has been called “convergent thinking,” thinking that moves along conventional lines. Talented youngsters, in contrast, tend to think in “divergent” ways, which deviate from conventional modes of thought. So would such gifted children profit from early formal instruction? Not really. In fact, what intellectually talented youngsters need most is a prolongation of the kind of educational program I have suggested is appropriate to five and six-year-olds. What has to be remembered is that intellectually talented youngsters have the structural imperative in the extreme! Gifted children need a prolongation of opportunities to explore and investigate on their own. The task of the teacher of such children is not to instruct in the conventional sense but to do what the early-childhood educator does, only at a higher level. Much more critical than direct instruction of the realization of their intellectual potential is the providing of the right science material, the right literature, the right math materials, along with thoughtful guidance on what directions to take. For the gifted and talented, then, formal instruction is miseducation at all age levels! For children of five or six, even free play might be more beneficial than formal instruction. Such instruction may inhibit children’s realization of their abilities and give rise to a sense of helplessness that is more dominant than their sense of competence. 
· While play is important at all levels of development, it takes on particular significance for five to six-year-olds, when the balance of competence and helplessness is determined. Young children have none of the adult ego defenses (such as rationalization, reaction formation, and projection) that we attain when we are older and with which we defend ourselves against attacks upon our competence and self-esteem. That is why play is so important: it is young children’s only defense against the many real or imagined attacks and slights they encounter. In play, children can assert their competence as “superheroes” more powerful and competent than the most powerful adult. Through dramatic play and role-playing, they can assert their competence to assume adult roles eventually. And through their play with peers they assert their social competence, their ability to make and keep friends. Play is always a transformation of reality in the service of the self.  

Healthy Education

Chapter 8: Making Healthy Choices

· What to Look For:
In general, if it is a true early-childhood program, it can benefit both you and your child. It enlivens social experience by giving your child an opportunity to be with other adults and with a group of children of the same age. When evaluating an early-childhood program don’t by the label. Teachers who know young children are much more alike in practice than those who do not. A useful rule of thumb is that the number of children per adult should be no more than three times the child’s age. A good set of large wooden blocks, even if these are sanded pieces of two-by-four is the first indication of a healthy educational program. Blocks are a fundamental learning material for children. Next look for plants and animals. I also look for a reading area. Other areas to look for include dramatic play, carpentry area, science corner, etc.  Also notice if the rooms seem to be cleaned regularly. A skilled teacher makes sure that children have a variety of experiences and do not spend their time exclusively in one area. It is in the small-group activities that the skill of an early-childhood educator is most in evidence. Effective early-childhood education always involves knowing how to avoid either over-or under structuring an activity. Most children like most adults, learn best in the morning, and that is the time for the most demanding intellectual tasks. Workbooks have no place in healthy early-childhood education. Certainly, young children can begin to practice making letters and numbers and solving problems, but this should be done without workbooks. Young children need to learn initiative, autonomy, industry, and competence before they learn that answers can be right or wrong. 
· A child’s kindergarten and first-grade experiences are critical in the determination of whether that child’s sense of industry and competence will be stronger than his sense of inferiority and helplessness. And how these psychosocial crises are resolved will have significant consequences for the young person’s long-term academic and vocational success. It is of the greatest importance, then, to ensure that the child has positive and successful experiences in kindergarten and first grade. The curriculum seems always to be geared to the oldest student rather than to the youngest. 
· The basic error in testing for readiness is that it locates the problem in the children rather than where it has to be placed, namely, in the match between the child and the school program. 

· Delaying Entry
The research is quite consistent in showing that children who are among the oldest in their kindergarten class do better academically and socially than those who are among the youngest in the class. Parents who have a child with a summer or fall birthday and who can afford to keep their child home for a year or to put the child in a private school clearly have an advantage over parents who have a child with a summer or fall birthday but who are financially less fortunate. Schools can eliminate the handicap experienced by the youngest children in the kindergarten group by changing the curricula in the kindergarten and the first grade so that they resemble early-childhood classrooms rather than second and third grade classrooms. 

Chapter 9: Questions Parents Ask

Q. If the child asks me to teach her to read, should I?

A. You can never miseducate children by responding appropriately to their demands for information. The majority of children do not show interest in the mechanics of reading until after the age of five or six, and we do miseducate them if we introduce such mechanics before children show any inclination in that direction. 

Q. What about discipline?

A. Discipline is an attitude, not a technique. You are the adult and the child is the child. You are the one in charge and in control, not the child. Children do not want to be in charge or in control. 

Q. Are we really doing such bad things to our children by putting them in designer clothes, sending them to the gym and have them take music lessons?

A. When loving, caring, well-intentioned parents put their children at risk for no purpose, it is tragic. Good things misused can turn into bad things. It is only when we provide luxuries and lessons for children at too early an age and for the wrong reasons that we endanger the child’s mental health. 

Q. My four-year-old daughter loves to take ballet lessons. What is wrong with that?

A. I believe there is no need to enroll a preschool child in a program involving formal lessons whether it be ballet, tennis, or Japanese. If your daughter has a sensitive, knowledgeable teacher, no harm may be done. But if that is not the case, your daughter may be at risk for an injury. There is absolutely no evidence to show that any long-term gain will be had from such lessons.

Q. My child is gifted and has a test IQ of more than 150. What should I do about schooling if he finds school dull and boring?

A. You can ask that he be promoted one grade. Research suggests that gifted children can adapt well to being the youngest and have no problems making friends, playing, and so on. Enriching the child’s experiences outside the home will help as well. You can find summer programs and maybe introduce them to a high school or college teacher in the area of interest.
Thank you for reading this article. We truly hope you and your family will benefit from it. Please feel free to share this with others, but do not change the content. If you have any questions about this article, please let us know. 
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