Early Learning and School Readiness

fes

The Early Years Matter

Children are born “wired for feelings and ready to learn,”
with their development continuously influenced by both
biology and experience.r The early years lay the
foundation for a child’s physical, social, and emotional
well-being, and set the stage for life-long learning. As
American society has dramatically changed in recent
decades, the needs of young children have often been
overlooked. We know nurturing relationships are central
to child well-being; yet parents, child care providers and
preschool teachers often do not have the resources they
need to support children’s health and development. Far
too many children are arriving at kindergarten
unprepared to succeed and unlikely to ever catch up.?

School Readiness is about Children, Families,
Communities, and Schools.
The National Education Goals Panel (NEGP), created to
assess and report on state and national progress toward
achieving the National Education Goals, stated that the
first national goal is “All children will enter school ready.”
The NEGP said that school readiness means:

(1) Children are ready for school

(2) Schools are ready for children

(3) Families and communities have the supports

they need to help children be ready for school.34

Children’s readiness for school is about healthy
development in the broadest sense: 56

e Physical health, well-being and motor
development
Social and emotional development
Approaches to learning
Language and literacy development
Cognition and general knowledge

Parents are Children’s First Teachers

Learning occurs in the context of nurturing relationships,
starting first and foremost with parents. However, only
one-third of parents feel “very prepared” for parenthood,
according to a national survey conducted in 2000.7 The
mobility of American society often leaves parents without
extended family or support systems to help them.

Parenting information and support might
include:
e Prenatal care and support
e Home visits
e Information to support children’s health and
development, including the importance of play
e Early literacy information, such as the
importance of reading and talking with young
children.
e Family support services, with attention to the
prevention of child abuse and neglect

Communities Provide Supports and Services
Meeting the needs of young children involves a
partnership between families and communities to insure
that all families have the information and resources they
need to promote their children’s health and
development. Governments, employers, and businesses
can help parents promote their children’s health and
development through “child and family friendly” policies,
including part-time work, flexible hours, and paid family
leave.
Community-based services could include:
e Food and nutrition resources, like WIC
e Access to health insurance and comprehensive
health care
e Oral health promotion and dental care
e Developmental screening and early intervention
services
e Parenting classes and support groups
e Mental health services

Families Need Access to High Quality Early
Education and Child Care
Approximately 60 percent of children younger than 6
years across the United States are in some form of early
care and education setting on a regular basis.8 This
provides an important opportunity to enhance early
learning experiences for young children. Unfortunately,
most young children are not in high quality early care and
education settings because they are often difficult to find
and afford. State preschools and the federally-funded
Head Start program, combined, reach only half of eligible
low-income four-year-olds.® Tuition for private part-day
pre-k programs often cost more than the yearly public
college tuition, making high quality care inaccessible for
much of the middle class population as well.10
Quality early education includes: 11

e Parent involvement

e Well-trained, educated and nurturing caregivers
and teachers
Low staff turnover
Low staff to child ratios
Age-appropriate materials and curriculum
Stimulating and enriching learning environment

Children Benefit from Quality Early Learning
Quiality child care provides an opportunity to influence
children’s cognitive, social and emotional development
and provides a link for children and families to
comprehensive health, nutrition, and social support
services. Long term studies have clearly demonstrated
the impact of high-quality early learning experiences,
including the High Scope/Perry Preschool in Michigan;
Abecedarian Project in North Carolina; and Chicago
Parent-Child Centers in lllinois.12.1314
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Society Benefits from Investment in Children
Quality early education programs benefit society socially
and economically. Long-term research studies link
quality early education to lower rates of special
education, grade retention, and smoking, all of which
economically impact local, state, and federal
government. Preschool experiences are also associated
with higher achievement test scores, higher graduation
rates, and higher post-secondary enroliment rates, which
positively correlate with greater individual economic
success.t5 For every dollar invested in quality early
education, society saves between $4 and $8 by reducing
costs associated with crime and delinquency, welfare
participation, special education, and remedial
education.16

School Readiness Is Everybody’s Business
Research is clear about what children need to thrive, and
equally clear that current policies and programs fall far
short. An exciting early childhood movement is beginning
to better address the needs of young children. However,
greater awareness and advocacy about early learning at
the local, state and national levels is still needed. We
can work to implement and sustain policies and
programs which help assure that all children are healthy
and ready for success in school and in life.
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Children’s Doctors Can Influence School
Readiness

Doctors care for young children regularly during the first
few years of life and play a very important role in
connecting parents with the information and resources
they need. Doctors are also particularly effective public
messengers on early childhood issues. They know that
the development of young children is influenced by
physical, cognitive, cultural, social, emotional and
environmental factors; yet often feel unable to affect
many of those issues. By publicly making connections
between social causes and health and developmental
consequences, doctors can reach beyond their clinic and
office walls to improve outcomes for children. Doctors
can work with advocacy agencies, the media, and
elected officials to emphasize the critical importance of a
child’s first five years of life.

Early Learning Resources
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AAP Child Care and Health Partnership Program
www.healthychildcare.org

National Association for the Education of Young Children
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Born Learning www.bornlearning.org

National Association of Child Care Resource and Referral

Agencies www.naccrra.org
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