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academic skills. But debating whether a kindergarten or preschool classroom should
be play-based or academic is the wrong question, experts say.

“We need to get beyond this notion that young children are either playing or learning,
because the truth is that they learn best through the process of playing,” says Suzanne
Bouffard, a developmental psychologist and author of “The Most Important Year: Pre-
Kindergarten and the Future of Our Children.”

“Young children are naturally curious, and play really builds on that natural curiosity
and helps them to explore the world around them and build their knowledge and build
their skills.”

Yet for some administrators, parents and teachers, academics still looks like direct
instruction in letters and numbers, and play looks like something “extra.”

“I think for some parents, they probably assume, 'Oh, if you’re playing all day, you must
not be learning,' and your learning has to be discrete, like you know your numbers, you
know your letters, you know these discrete facts,” says Iheoma Iruka, a research
professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a fellow at the
university’s Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute.
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But even in early education, many schools measure only surface learning, experts say.
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and language and working memory, and all the things that, actually, children from
higher-income families were gaining along the way with the interactions they had,” she
says.

Farran is one of the authors of a randomized study of Tennessee’s state-run pre-k
program, which found that although children in the program made some initial gains,
by sixth grade they were worse off than their peers who had not gotten spots in the
program, with lower test scores and significantly higher rates of suspensions,
expulsions and referrals for special education.

While the cause of those poor outcomes has been a source of debate among
researchers, and Tennessee has since taken steps to improve its program, Farran
says treating preschool like an early extension of elementary school – with an
emphasis on whole-group, teacher-led instruction, lots of transitions and too little time
to play – is the wrong approach.

“Children just don’t need that sort of rigid instruction,” she says.
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