Education of the Young Child

By Wirrarp C. OLsoN

MERICAN society has the task of

assimilating the largest crop of
young children in the history of the
Nation. The record production has
been reflected also in the desires of
young parents for assistance in the task
of rearing children. The present cli-
mate of opinion favors early marriage
and the quick assumption of parental
duties. Thus there is an enhanced in-
terest in child development among those
who regard themselves as future par-
ents or professional workers or those
who find through the study of the child
a means of understanding human nature
in general and themselves in particular.
While national statistics are not avail-
able, enrollments in child development
courses at one institution observed by
the writer increased sixfold between
prewar years and 1948—49. Similar
expansions are typical elsewhere.

The current crop of young children
is encountering shortages in housing,
schoolrooms, teachers, and professional
services of other types. Thus many
practical problems crowd in and press
for immediate solutions. There is,
however, a continual and persistent in-
terest in knowing more about the long-
time strategy in child rearing, and in
ways of communicating what is now
known so as effectively to influence the
behavior of parents, teachers, and pro-
fessional workers.

Tue Cump At HoME

As is to be expected, ancient prob-
lems come up with new emphases. What
is the proper social relationship be-
tween parent and child in the interest
of desirable personality development?
Is it better to rear an infant according
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to a very definite, superimposed, or-
derly schedule which may require co-
ercion and force for its establishment,
or is it better to emphasize individual
differences in needs among children and
to adopt flexible schedules? The more
permissive philosophy emphasizes warm,
affectionate relationships between child
and parent. It is observed that sched-
ules become orderly in terms of the
individual differences in need and
rhythm of bodily processes that exist
among children. In the evaluations
thus far made, children seem happier
when parents do not attempt to force
accomplishments in eating, sleeping,
elimination, and motor and social de-
velopment in advance of the necessary
maturity.

The modern trend in pediatrics is to
give much recognition to the individu-
ality of children and to give self-regula-
tion in practical operations the high
status it already holds as an explana-
tion of balance in bodily processes as
obtained in studies of physiology and
chemistry. This point of view is sup-
ported also by the studies of child
psychiatry which note the powerful im-
pact of disturbed emotions on the nor-
mal course of development. The cul-
tural anthropologist is also responsible
for a series of studies describing the im-
portance of child-rearing practices in
primitive societies in determining the
adult personality that is produced. Re-
search in child psychology and develop-
ment is emphasizing the totality of the
growth of the child, and the inability
of the organism to take on training by
habit-conditioning techniques in ad-
vance of readiness in the sense of ma-
turity.
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Young parents are eager to learn
what is best and newest in the child
development field, and have an unusu-
ally rich supply of publications about
children to assist them. Some of these
are in the class of “best sellers.”* In-
terest in child study has been reflected
in the establishment of study clubs of
various types, with or without connec-
tion with facilities for the care and
education of the young child.

THE CHILD IN THE NURSERY
ScuooL ?

The daily routine of the nursery
school is designed to meet the needs of
children for physical health and growth,
for learning to get along with other
children and adults, and for the de-
velopment of experiences of every type.
A typical full day program combines
active play, a lunch, and a rest period.
At times nursery schools are thought
of as substitutive for the deficiencies
found in some homes in lack of space,
lack of other play associates, and lack
of opportunity for parental supervision.

Some suggestive studies of the growth
of children in independence and self-
help during the nursery period indicate
that better results are achieved if, in
addition to a program for children,
plans for participation or education in-
volving the parents are developed, so
that children receive a more consistent
treatment over a much longer period
than that of their school attendance.

In the early development of nursery
schools it was feared that they might
become centers for the spread of con-
tagion. The appraisals that have been

i Benjamin Spock, The Pocket Book of
Baby and Child Care, New York: Pocket
Books, 1946.

2 For a more extended discussion with sta-
tistical data, see Mary D. Davis, Schools for
Children Under Six, Bulletin, 1945, No. 5,
Office of Education, Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1947.
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made of well-run establishments demon-
strate that this fear was unfounded.
Nursery schools fit in with the child’s
desire for growth in independence and
with the need for association with other
children in the interest of socialization.
Most children find much joy in the
possibilities offered by a well-planned
nursery school environment. Parents
have found in nursery school facilities
opportunities for keeping a family to-
gether, for the continuation of employ-
ment, for relief for limited living quar-
ters, for growth in understanding of
child behavior, and for improved con-
ditions for the health and well-being of
their children.

A major stimulus for the extension
of preschool facilities occurred during
the economic depression, when moneys
were made available from Federal
sources for the establishment of nursery
schools for the children of needy fami-
lies.

During World War II there was a
luxuriant growth of nursery schools,
with the major justification of increas-
ing manpower by releasing parents for
work in connection with the war effort.
Professionally trained persons con-
nected with these enterprises always
held also to the objectives of assisting
in the education of the parents and im-
proving the experiences of the children.
Nursery school facilities and enroll-
ments dropped off following the close
of the war. It appears that they did
so, not because of a lack of continued
interest and need, but rather because
emergency sources of support disap-
peared, and other agencies were unable
or unwilling to take over the responsi-
bility. About 10 per cent of families
have women as their sole support, and
employment is often contingent upon
some plan for the handling of the young
child. The individual methods worked
out are often quite detrimental to the
health and well-being of children, and



EpucaTtioN oF THE Young CHILD

the headliness each day report the so-
cial cost.

Some programs have survived and
thrived under joint sponsorship by par-
ents, school systems, and community
agencies. In other instances strong co-
operative programs were set up with
professional persons in charge but with
participation by parents to reduce costs.
In some instances nursery schools were
established through various plans for
special aid to veterans. During the
past twenty-five years, the nursery
schools connected with child develop-
ment laboratories and institutions of
higher learning have been swamped by
applications for their services. There
seems to be no question that a larger
development of nursery schools would
be welcomed by the public if a sound
basis for their support could be found.

Nursery schools have started under
many auspices. After a study of the
problem, the Educational Policies Com-
mission * concluded that they would be
best served by a downward extension
of existing schools and correlation with
the total program of public education,
including adult and parent education.
The desire for such extension meets
current obstacles in insufficient funds to
provide housing and teachers for those
children for whom society has already
assumed an organized responsibility.
The history of education suggests that
any need felt by a large number of per-
sons in a community will eventually be
met. Legislatures have met the inter-
est in a downward extension in part by
making it permissive to operate nursery
schools. At times existing acts have
been interpreted so as to give local
school officials authority to offer a pro-
gram. Frequently, however, the finan-
cial support is not provided commen-

3 Educational Policies Commission, Educa-
tional Services for Young Children, Washing-
ton: National Education Association, 1945,
56 pp.
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surate with that for other ages and
school units.

THE CHILD IN THE MODERN SCHOOL

It is not surprising that the ferment
which is affecting the rearing of the
young infant and nursery school child
is paralleled by similar advances in the
education of the child during the cus-
tomary school years. Slowly but surely,
a philosophy of growth based upon a
study of the whole child and of indi-
vidual differences among children is
superseding the traditionally organized
school program in which the emphasis
is on adjusting the child to the cur-
riculum rather than on adjusting the
curriculum to the child.

The schools of the present that re-
flect the past often ignore individual
differences in the young child, and still
make use of a common assignment with
reading, recitation, or written work
based upon it. Accompanying this ac-
tivity is the naive belief that some ad-
ditional homework or perhaps some spe-
cial help from the parents or the teacher
will enable the child who is making
little progress to master the work that
the class is doing. The emphasis in
such a room is on teaching the content
for the grade. Under such a plan the
child fails, and he is then required to
repeat a grade in the hope that he will
eventually master its content.

The modern school recognizes that
children at a chronological age of six
will vary in maturity from about four
to eight years of age. By age twelve
these variations in growth are often as
wide as from eight to sixteen years.
Under the guiding principles of growth,
the teacher aspires to give each child
success at his level of readiness. A
child who is at the kindergarten level
in the second grade is met with that
expectancy—a child who is at the
fourth-grade level is not hampered by
some abstract notion of the nature of
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a second grade. The teacher also plans
with children so as to develop some so-
cial cohesiveness through experiences
shared by the total group. If this does
not succeed for particular children, the
child may be studied on an individual
basis so as to reclassify him for a
more comfortable “social fit.” Modern
schools, operating on a knowledge of
the great differences among children,
do not expect more than minor pallia-
tive results from the many proposals
to solve educational problems by the
grouping of pupils.

How is the teacher to be wise enough
to adjust expectancy and experience to
the varying needs of children? In an
earlier paragraph the growth of the self-
regulation theory in the nurture of the
infant was mentioned. The educational
world has long had a similar concept
implicit in some of its theory. Self-
selection methods and participation of
the learner in the determination of cur-
riculum content now have numerous ex-
plicit demonstrations at school-age lev-
els. For example, when a group of
children at about the age of seven are
exposed to a supply of books of varying
difficulty and interest levels, individual
children will select from it according to
their maturity in the total growth proc-
ess.* Thus modern educational meth-
ods are becoming more dynamic as
greater wisdom is achieved.

READING IN THE MODERN SCHOOL

The above concepts are not entirely
accepted in practice, and the nature of
a desirable introduction to reading is
currently one of the hottest controver-
sies in the education of the young child.
Many still believe that there is some
refinement of method that will enable
practically all children to read at about
a mental age of six and one-half, or

4+ Willard C. Olson, Child Development
(Boston; D, C. Heath, 1949), pp. 340 ff.
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that can be applied to the so-called
“nonreader” at ages eight and nine so
as to start him on the process and bring
him up to some maturity level as de-
termined by his calendar and mental
age.

Contrasted to this point of view is
the one of growth which notes that
achievement in reading is a reflection
of readiness as determined by total
maturation, that there are patterns for
growth curves in reading that run in
families, and that children of appropri-
ate maturity learn reading in an en-
vironment that values it and plans for
it with so much rapidity and spon-
taneity that the process can hardly be
halted long enough to examine it. Sup-
porting the growth point of view is the
failure of many specific methods de-
signed for remediation to hold up un-
der controlled comparisons. This fail-
ure has led to a mental hygiene ap-
proach to reading failure,® which, in
one sense, is a compensation for fail-
ure to adopt a growth point of view
from the beginning. It has been ob-
served that slow readers regularly pre-
sent more than their share of person-
ality and behavior problems, in addi-
tion to observable evidences of slow
growth such as prematurity, unde-
scended testes, and delays in motor
skill and in traits such as dentition,
strength, size, and skeletal ossification.

It has been observed in psychoso-
matic studies that children who receive
an emotional shock often develop symp-
toms associated with their developmen-
tal state at the time. Thus a child who
has an emotional episode at the time of
a major shift (newer techniques advise
gradualness) from liquid to solid fodd
may persist in rejecting solid food and
insist on mushy foods for several years.

5See, for example, Virginia M. Axline,
“Nondirective Therapy for Poor Readers,”
Journal of Consulting Psychology, Vol. 11
(1947), pp. 61-69.
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Similarly, the hypothesis may be held
tentatively on the basis of clinical
studies that a child who receives frus-
tration and failure in his first contact
with reading may thereafter reject and
avoid the experience in spite of subse-
quent readiness. Thus the period of
initial delay in learning may be un-
duly prolonged and may extend even
into the teens.

Many modern teachers have achieved
an understanding of growth as applied
to achievement in the young child.
Some parents, with the sincerest of mo-
tives, remain their child’s worst enemy
in this respect. Misunderstandings in
these matters may threaten the security
of the child at school, in the neighbor-
hood, and in the home.* Modern edu-
cational practices attempt to reach the
home with the latest evidence, with re-
assurance, and with techniques such as
parent conferences, rather than with
the obsolete science and practice in-
volved in formal report cards.

ProcraMs IN HuMAN RELATIONS

The education of young children is
currently reflecting one of the major
problems of our time—human relation-
ships. It has been demonstrated that
children learn their responses. Simply
listening to and reading about desirable
attitudes and techniques means that the
child is learning verbal responses, but is
not necessarily learning how to do it.
Modern ideas about thé curriculum in-
troduce a high degree of child participa-
tion in the choice of experiences and in
the development of the plans which are
to be followed. In interactive planning
groups, children may accomplish many
social learnings. In the evaluations
that have been made of modern and
traditional schools, it is noteworthy that

6 Mary I. Preston, “Reading Failure and
the Child’s Security,” American Journal of
Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 10 (1940), pp. 239-52.
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the differences in those areas of infor-
mation and skill that are present in
both are negligible for practical pur-
poses. It is in initiative, invention,
amount of production, zest in learning,
and breadth that the modern school
wins the laurels.

One of the most popular techniques
for the study of social relations among
children is the sociometric test. Through
judicious questioning or observation,
children are located who are unhappy
or withdrawn from the group or who
may be fighting against their surround-
ings because they are ignored or re-
jected by their associates. By appropri-
ate statistical and graphical techniques
it is possible to detect forces that are
producing cleavage and to introduce
factors that may be productive of an
improvement of human relations.

Such studies make it clear that some
of the forces reside within the child
rather than in the structure of the
group. Thus it becomes essential also
to study and treat the affective and
emotional life of the child.

Tue ArrFEcTIVE LIFE oF THE CHILD

The self-regulating tendencies in the
human body are based in part on the
person’s awareness of his bodily state.
When equilibrium is destroyed, a child
will engage in behavior designed to re-
store it. The most common and easily
observed examples are hunger and thirst
as a recognition of a need for food and
water. Similarly, a child has a need to
be active, and restriction of movement
by an adult is fought by the child un-
less it coincides with the alternating
need for rest. So-called basic needs are
commonly satisfied through a social re-
lationship, and thus the child quickly at-
tains a superstructure of derived needs.
The quality called security may be
thought of as a harmony between in-
ternal needs and the social availability
of the means for their satisfaction.
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Current investigations and clinical
studies demonstrate that affective fac-
tors must be taken into account for
best results at home and school. On
the constructive and preventive side,
the modern school gives a greater rec-
ognition to physical needs and provides
broader curriculum opportunities so
that all children can find something
within it in which they can be inter-
ested and successful. By the abolition
of failure techniques and the adoption
of a growth philosophy, more children
are kept in school for longer periods of
time with happier experiences and atti-
tudes.

The attainment and maintenance of
a desirable affective state is a difficult
matter for many children, and the com-
plete explanation of emotional disturb-
ance is still unavailable in terms of
modern knowledge. Thus practically
every classroom has in it one or more
children with need for special remedial
attention. A variety of interesting
clinical tools have appeared under the
general title of “projective tests.” By
reactions to pictures, by the exploita-
tion of common materials such as clay,
paint, and crayons, or by dramatic play
with dolls and other equipment, the
child tells the trained observer some-
thing about the matters that dominate
his internal affective life. By encourag-
ing a child to talk or act out his con-
flict, a therapeutic process is initiated.
Thus the older ideas of discipline that
operated on a superficial symptomatic
level are being replaced or supplemented
by plans for treatment by both indi-
vidual and group processes.

As one observes that we already
“know better than we do,” and that
there are many questions upon which
we still lack definitive studies, one is
impressed with the need for personnel
and programs of investigation and
demonstration.
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TRAINING AND RESEARCH IN
CHILD DEVELOPMENT

There is urgent need for a plan to
prepare more workers for child study.
The large increase in the number of
children makes immediate demands of
crisis proportions for additional nursery
school, kindergarten, and elementary
teachers. The expansion in enrollments
in child development for general and
professional education at the college
level creates a serious personnel prob-
lem, since it requires many years to
produce a competent investigator and
instructor. In a number of professional
fields where similar shortages have ex-
isted, moneys have been invested in
various plans for scholarships and fel-
lowships. Similar plans are needed for
investigators and practitioners in the
child study field.

There is a substantial time lag be-
tween the development of new concepts
on the care and education of children
and the application of these concepts in
homes and schools. Programs of dem-
onstration and research in communica-
tion are needed.

There is still a strong tendency for
each research on children to be pursued
from a highly specialized point of view.
It is subsequently difficult to assimilate
the specific findings into an operation
that involves the entire child and his
setting in the family and the commu-
nity. Mistakes in application and in-
terpretation are made even by highly
trained persons, because they do not
know the evidence from adjacent fields.
Thus the writer once heard an eminent
scientist blame lack of progress in read-
ing in a child under his care on modern
methods of teaching. He did not know
that evidence from the study of the
child as a whole makes reading a part
of the total development of the indi-
vidual and inseparable from it. He
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was asking for results in the field of
reading that he could not produce in
his own speciality for the same reasons.
Thus it is entirely possible for parents
and teachers to get conflicting informa-
tion and advice from persons with pre-
sumably some right to speak. There
is, therefore, much interest in broader
programs of preparation for specialists,
so that the pediatrician, the pedodontist,
the child psychiatrist, the child psycholo-
gist, the nurse, the sociotherapist, and
the teacher will have some verified con-
cepts in common. Many researches on
the development of children through
time may also be pursued profitably by
a team approach.

It seems probable that a much larger
investment in fundamental research on
childhood must be made by society be-
fore appreciable gains can be expected
on pressing. problems of delinquency,
crime, physical health, and mental and
emotional disturbances. It is sympto-
matic of a recognition of the above
needs that a National Child Research
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Act has been introduced in the Eighty-
first Congress with a broad mandate
for training, research, and dissemina-
tion. The fate of the various bills with
the same general purpose is not known
at this writing.

SUMMARY

The record crop of young children
produces not only immediate crises in
housing and professional personnel, but
also a renewed enthusiasm and interest
in both the long-time strategy and the
day-to-day techniques for child rearing.
At both home and school, the child en-
counters at the best a philosophy and
practice which begins where he is and
helps him to grow. Thus there is a
new sensitivity to the social and emo-
tional as well as the physical and intel-
lectual needs of childhood. Augmented
programs for the preparation of work-
ers, for dissemination, and for research
will be required to meet current prob-
lems in the education of the young
child.
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