Kids as young as 6 are tested, and tested again, to ensure they’re making
sufficient progress. Then there’s homework, more workbooks and tutoring.

The New First Grade:

TooMuch

Too Soon?

=

BY PEG TYRE

RIAN AND TIFFANY ASKE OF
Oakland, Calif., desperately want
their daughter, Ashlyn, to succeed
in first grade. That’s why they're
moving— to Washington state.
When they started Ashlyn in
kindergarten last year, they had no reason to
worry. A bright child with twinkling eyes, Ash-
lyn was eager to learn, and the neighborhood e
school had a great reputation. But by November,
Ashlyn, then 5, wasn’t measuring up. No matter
how many times she was tested, she couldn’t
read the 130-word list her teacher gave her:
words like “our;” “house” and “there.” She became
so exhausted and distraught over homework—
including a weekly essay on “my favorite animal”
or “my family vacation™—that she would put her
head down on the dining-room table and sob.
“She would tell me, ‘I can’t .

. . FIRST DAY: Alejandra
write a story, Mama. [ just Ramirez, 6, takes a
can’t do it’,” recalls Tiffany, reading test at
a stay-at-home mom. The Lafayette, in Colorado
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Lafayette Elementary School
LAFAYETTE, COLO. )

{ All kindergartners and first graders, in-
cluding Hagan Modesitt, B, start school
with a test to determine how well they read.
{ But first, Hagan has to locate his teacher.

teacher didn’t seem to notice that Ashlyn
was crumbling, but Tiffany became so con-
cerned that she began to spend time in her

daughter’s classroom as a volunteer. There .

she was both disturbed and comforted to see
that other kids were struggling, too. “I saw
“kids falling asleep at their desks at 11 a.m.,”
she says. At the end of the year, Tiffany asked
the teacher what Ashlyn could expect when
she moved on to the first grade. The require-
ments the teacher described, more words
and more math at an even faster pace, “were
overwhelming. It was just bizarre.”

So Tiffany and Brian, a contractor,
looked hard at their family finances to see
if they could afford to send Ashlyn to pri-
vate school. Eventually, they called a real-
estate agent in a community where school
was not as intense.

In the last decade, the earliest years of
schooling have become less like a trip to
“Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood” and more
like SAT prep. Thirty years ago first grade
was for learning how to read. Now, reading
lessons start in kindergarten and kids who
don’t crack the code by the middle of the
first grade get extra help. Instead of story
time, finger painting, tracing letters.and
snack, first graders are spending hours do-
ing math work sheets and sounding out
words in reading groups. In some plaees;
recess, music, art and even social skidies are
‘being replaced by writing exércises apd
spelling quizzes. Kids
as young as 6 are
tested, and tested again
—some every 10 days
or s0—to ensure they're
making sufficient prog-
ress. After.  school,
theré’s homework, and
for some, education-
al videos, more work-
books and tutoring, to
help give them an edge.

Not every school, or
every district, embraces
this new work ethic,
and in those that do,
many kids are thriving.
But some children are
getting their first taste of failure before they
learn to tie their shoes. Being held back a
gradewas once relatively rare: it makes kids
feel singled out and, in some cases, humili-
ated. These days, the number of kids re-

schoo

| wgrry that we are creating
bnvironments that
are less
just aren’t ready ... Around
ade, sometimes even
the most precocious kids
begin to burn out.’

friendly to kids who

—HOLLY HULTGREN, PRINCIPAL
LAFAYETTE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

peating a grade, especially in urban school
districts, has jumped. In Buffalo, N.Y., the
district sent a group of more than 600
low-performing first graders to mandatory
summer school; even so, 42 percent of

them have to repeat the grade. Among af-
fluent families, the pressure to succeed at
younger and younger ages is an inevitable
byproduct of an increasingly competitive
world. The same parents who played
Mozart to their kids in utero are willing to
spend big bucks to make surc their 5-year-
olds don’t stray off course.

Like many of his friends, Robert Cloud, a
president of an engineering company in
suburban Chicago, had the Ivy League in

- mind when he enrolled his sons, ages

5 and 8, in a weekly after-school tutoring
program. “To get into a good school, you
need to have good grades,” he says. In
Granville, Ohio, a city known for its over-
achieving high-school and middle-schoal
students, an elementary-school principal
has noticed a dramatic shift over the past
10 years. “Kindergarten, which was once
very play-based,” says William White, “has
become the new first grade” This pen-
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TEACH THEM WELL: Lafayette's
Hultgren (above); kindergartner Mally
Hanson, 4, meets her new classmates

dulum has been swinging for nearly a cen-
tury: in some decades, educators have
favored a rigid academic curriculum, in
others, a more child-friendly classroom
style. Lately, some experts have begun to
question whether our current emphasis
on early learning may be going too far.
“There comes a time when prudent people
begin to wonder just how high we can
raise our expectations for our littlest
schoolkids,” says Walter Gilliam, a child-
development expert at Yale University.
Early education, he says, is not just about
teaching letters but about turning curious
kids into lifelong learners. It's critical that
all kids know how to read, but that is only
one aspect of a child’s education. Are we
pushing our children too far, too fast?
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Could all this pressure be bad for our kids?

Kindergarten and first grade have
changed so much because we know so
much more about how kids learn. Forty
years ago school performance and intelli-
gence were thought to be determined main-
Iy by social conditions—poor kids came
from chaotic families and attended badly
run schools. If poor children, blacks and
Hispanics lagged behind middle-class kids
in school, policymakers dismissed the
problem as an inevitable byproduct of
poverty. Its roots were too deep and com-
plex, and there wasn't the political will to fix
it anyway. Since then, scientists have con-
firmed what some kindergarten teachers
had been saying all aleng—that a2 young
children are wired to learn from birth and
an enriched environment, one with plenty
of books,, stories, thyming and conversa-
tion, can help kids from all kinds of back-
grounds achieve more. Politicians began
taking aim at the achievement gap, pushing
schools to reconceive the early vears as an
opportunity to make sure that all kids got
the fundamentals of reading and math. At
the same time, politicians began calling for
tests that would measure how individ
students were doing, and high-stakes
ing quickly became the sole
metric by which a school was
measured.

President George W. Bush's
No Child Left Behind Act,
which required every principal
in the country to make sure the
kids in his or her schoaol could
read by the third grade, was
signed into federal law in 2002.
Its aim was both simple and
breathtakingly grand: to level
the academic playing field by
holding schools accountable or
risk being shut down.

So if the curriculum at
Coronita Elementary School, 60 miles
outside Los Angeles, is intense, that's be-
cause it has to be. Seventy percent of kids
who go there live below the poverty line.
Thirty percent dont speak English at
home. Even so, No Child Left Behind
mandates that Coronita principal Alma
Backer and her staff’ get every student
reading proficiently in time for the Califor-
nia state test in the spring of second grade
or face stiff penalties: the school could lose
its funding and the principal could lose her
job. “Our challenges are great,” she says.
“From day one, our kids are playing catch-
up.” First grade is like literacy boot camp.
Music, dance, art, phys ed—even social
studies and science—take a back seat to
reading and writing. Kids are tested every
eight weeks to see if they are hitting

Chattanooga School for

Arts and Sciences

CHATTANCOGA, TENN.

At this schoal, phys ed (rlght) recess
{bottom left) and reading group (bottom

right) are afl important parts of the day

school, district and statewide benchmarks. -
If they aren't, they get remedial help, one-
on-one tutoring and more instruction.
The regular school day starts at 7:45 a.m.
and ends at 2:05 p.m.; about a fifth of the
students go to an after-school programun-
til 5:30, where they get even more instruc-
tion: tutoring, reading group and home-
work help. Backer says most parents
appreciate what the school is trying to do.
“Many of them have a high-school diploma
or less,” says Backer, “but they’re still am-
bitious for their children.”

Parents whose kids attend Clemmons
Elementary School near Winston-Salem,
N.C., are ambitious for their children, too.
But the scale of their expectations is dif-
ferent: the upper-middle-class, college-
parents in this district don’t just
want their kids to get a good education,
fit them to be academic stars. Prin-

behavior problems.’

—DoMINIC GULLO, PROFESSOR
QUEENS COLLEGE, N.Y.

cipal Ron Montaquila says kids of all ages
are affected. Last year, says Montaquila,
one dad wanted to know how his son
stacked up against his classmates. “I told
him we didn't do class ranking in kinder-
garten,” recalls Montaquila. But the father
persisted. If they did do rankings, the dad
asked, would the boy be in the top 10th?
Like almost all elementary schools, kin-
dergarten and first grade at Clemmons
have become more academic—but not be-
cause of No Child Left Behind. Unlike poor
schools, wealthy scheols do not depend on
federal money. The kids come to school
knowing more than they used to. “Many of
our kindergartners come in with four years
of preschool on their résumé,” says Mon-
taquila. Last year nine children started
kindergarten at Clemmons reading chap-
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ter books—including one who had already
tackled “Little House on the Prairie.

In wealthier communities, where par-
ents can afford an extra year of day care or
preschool, they are holding their kids out of
kindergarten a year—a practice known' in
sports circles as red-shirting—so their kids

can get a jump on the competition, Clem-
mons parent Mary DeLucia did it. When
her son, Austin, was 5, he was mature, ca-
pable, social and ready for school. But the
word around the local Starbucks was that
kindergarten was a killer. “Other parents
said, ‘Send him. He'll do just finel” says
DeLucia. “But we didn’t want him to do
fine, we wanted him to do great!” Austin,
now in fourth grade, towers over his class-
mates, but he’s hardly the only older kid in
his grade. At Clemmons last year, 40 per-
cent of the kindergartners started when
they were 6 instead of 5. Other parents say
they understand where the DeLucias are
coming from but complain that red-shirt-
ing can make it hard for other kids to com-
pete. “We're getting to the point,” says Bill
White, a Clemmons dad whose kids started
on time, where “we're going to have boys
who are shaving in elementary school.”
Parents are acutely aware of the pressure
on their kids, but they’re also creating it.

Coronita Elementary School
CORONA, CALIF.

First grader Erick Pefiatoza (right) takes
a break from his reading test. In his
school, children are tested every sight
weeks to see if they are making progress.
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Kumon Center
WILLOWBROOK, ILI.

After two years of tutoring, Ellie Dontes,
6 (above left), tests ahove her grade
level. Lilly Smith, 5, Ajay Rao, 8, and
Jack Penland, 6 (upper right), do math,

Most kids learn to read sometime before the
end of first grade. But many parents (and
even some teachers and school administra-

o o M

tors) believe—mistakenly—that the earlier
the kids read independently, write legibly
and do arithmetic, the more success they’ll
have all through school. Taking a cue from
the success of the Baby Einstein line of
videos and CDs, an entire industry has
sprung up to help anxious parents give their
kids a jump-start. Educate, Inc., the com-
pany that markets the learning-to-rcad
workbooks and CDs called “Hooked on




Phonics,” just launched a new line of what it
calls age-appropriate reading and writing
workbooks aimed at 4-year-olds. In the last
three years, centers that offer school-tutor-
ing services such as Sylvan Learning Cen-
ters and Komon have opened junior divi-
sions. Gertie Tolentino of Darien, 11, has
been bringing her first grader, Kyle, for Ku-
~ mon tutoring three times a week since he
was 3 years old. “It’s paying off] she says.

“In kindergarten, he was the only one who -

could read a book at age 5. Two weeks ago
Tiffani Chin, executive director of Edboost,
a nonprofit tutoring center in Los Angeles,
saw her first 3-year-old. His parents wanted

ead in. “They

ment leaves principals like Holly Hultgren,
who runs Lafayette Elementary School in
Boulder County, Colo., in a quandary. In
this area of Colorado, parents can shop for
schools, and most try to get their kids into
the top-performing ones. Two years ago
Hultgren moved to Lafayette from a more
affluent school, in part to help raise the tests
scores, improve the schools profile and
raise attendance. Every day Hultgren has to
help her staff’ strike a balance between the
requirements of the state, the expectations
of parents—and the very real, highly vari-
able needs of all kinds of 5- and 6-vear-olds.
She is adamant that her staff won't “teach to
e test” Yet, in keeping with her district’s
irements, on the day before the first
day kindergarten, students come in for

g assessment. Sitting one-on-one

For Kindergarten

READ TO THEM PFull out the board
1 boaks, get cozy and channel Mr. Rogers.
Kids love repetition and there's no such
thing as reading too much to your child.
‘ TALK TO THEM Sing songs, recite
2 rhymes and narrate your activities as -
you go about the day. Ask questions
and invite them to name ohjects and describe
whatever they're seeing. At night, recap the
day’s events fogether out loud.
TAKE THEM ON TRIPS No, not
3 Europe. The supermarket, the post of -
fice, a museum or the zoo will do. Then,
talk about what you see and ask questions.

WRITE IT DOWN Kids love to scribble.

Give them paper and plenty of pencils,

crayons, paints and markers. Finger
paints are colorful and feel squishy, too.

SOCIALIZE Whether it's a big birthday
5 party or a one-on-one play date, kids

benefit from hearing a range of words
in a variety of voices, Story hour at the library
or a puppet show can be especially good for
encoeuntering new sounds and ideas.

USE YOUR FINGERS Drawing, cut-
6 ting and pasting can seem laborious but

these activities will help them learn to
write more legibly—and result in Keepsakes,

For First Grade

READ SOME MORE Lot them “read”
7 to you, too, by flipping the pages—

themselves, thank you very much—and
retelling a favorite story in their own words.

MWepare
School

GROW THEIR ATTENTION
: SPAN Card games, board games,

TEACH RECOGNITION Logos on
8 food packages. Names and addresses

on the mail. A stop sign. A “walk” signal,
The letter B. Give them opportunities to

demonstrate that they know what these things
mean and then heap on praise.

DO THE MATH Talk about humbers.
9 Count everything out loud. How many

grapes do you have on your plate?
One more would make how many?

setting the table, picking photos
out of a magazine. Set aside time to focus on
a single activity or ane task before moving

on to active play.
SOUACE: DOMINIG GULLY, QUEENS COLLEGE. W.Y.
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DOES YOUR
SLEEP AID
ACTUALLY HELP
YOU SLEEP

/70 8 HOURS?
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with her new teacher, a little girl named
Jenna wrinkles her nose and in a whis-
pery voice identifies most of the letters in
the alphabet and makes their sounds.
Naming words that start with each lettér
is harder for her. Asked to supply a we
that starts with B, Jenna scruncghes her
face and shakes her head.
Hultgren is ambivalent
about high-stakes testing.
The district reading test,
administered three times '
a year, helps parents see
how the school measures
up and helps teachers see
“exactly what kind of in-
struction is working and
what isn't” But the pres-
sure to improve scores
makes it hard for teachers
to stay sensitive to the im-
portant qualities in chil-
dren that tests can’t meas-
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ure—diligence, creativity and potential—or
to nurture kids who develop more slowly. “I
worry,” she says, that “we are creating
school environments that are less friendly
to kids who just aren’t ready.”

{Some scholars and policymakers see
clehr downsides to all this pressure.
Around third grade, Hultgren says, some

we wanted him to do great!’

'—MARY DELUCIA, PARENT
CLEMMONS ELEMENTARY SCHOOT.




Clemmons Elementary School
CLEMMONS, N.C,

Last week parents sat thraugh kindergarten
orientation. They want to help their kids
succeed any way they can. Below, a child
anxiously awafts the start of school.

of the most highly pressured learners
sometimes “burn out. They began to re-
sist. They didn't want to go along with
the program anymore.” In Britain, which
adopted high-stakes testing about six
years before the United States did, parents
and school boards are trying to dial back
the pressure. In Wales, standardized test-
ing of young children has been banned.
Andrew Hargreaves, an expert on interna-
tional education reform and professor at
Boston College, says middle-class parents
there saw that “too much testing too early
was sucking the soul and spirit out of their
children’s early school experiences.”

While most American educators agree
that No Child Left Behind is helping poor
kids, school administrators say a bigger
challenge remains: helping those same kids
succeed later on. Until he resigned as Flori-
da’s school chancellor last year, Jim Warford
says he scoured his budget, taking money
from middle- and high-school programs in
order to beef up academics in the earliest
years. But then he began to notice a trou-
bling trend: in Florida, about 70 percent of
fourth graders read proficiently, By middle
school, the rate of proficient readers began
to drop. “We can'tafford to focus on our ear-
liest learners,” says Warford, “and then ig-
nore what happens to them later on.”

‘What early-childhood experts know is
that for children between the ages of 5 and
7, social and emotional development are
every bit as important as learning the
ABCs. Testing kids before third grade gives
vou a snapshot of what they know at that
moment but is a poor predictor of how they
will perform later on. Not all children learn
the same way. Teachers need to vary in-
struction and give kids opportunities to
work in small groups and one on one. Chil-
dren need hands-on experiences so that
they can discover things on their own. “If
vou push kids too hard, they get frustrated,”
says Dominic Gullo, a professor of early ed-
ucation at Queens College in New York.
“Those are the kids who are likely to act
out, and who teachers can perceive as hav-
ing attention-span or behavior problems.”

There are signs that some parents and
school boards are looking for a gentler,
more kid-friendly way. In Chattanooga,.
Tenn., more than 100 parents camped out
on the sidewalk last spring in hopes of get-
ting their kids inte one of the 16 coveted
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SLEEP AID
STOPPED

WORKING AS WELL

AS IT USED TO?




spots at the Chattanooga School for Arts
and Sciences {('SAS), a K-12 magnet pro-
gram that champions a slowed-down ap-
proach to education. The school, which
"admits kids from all socioeconomic back-
grounds, offers students plenty of skills
and drills but also stresses a “whole-child
approach.” The emphasis is not on passing
tests but on hands-on learning. Two weeks
ago newly minted kindergartners were
spending the day learning about the color
red. They wore red shirts, painted with
bright red acrylic paint. During instruc-
tional tj learned to spell RED.
ery week each ¢ eets for a seminar
thinking. Two

the class discussed the pros

and cons of adoption. One girl

_Talkto

ton where the schoo 7
seems more stable and

said she thought adoption was  —FPegTyreabout _ more outdoor spacc, and wh

had hecause “a kid isn't with  firstgrade on Sept. B,  the kids have more choices dur-
her real mom and dad” Aboy __ atnoon, ET.at ing the school day. In some
said it was good because the  xppa Newsweek.com  Ways, they feel as if theyre
character “has a new mom and on MSNBC swimming against the current.

dad who love her” The chil-
dren returned to their desks and drew pic-
tures of different kinds of families. At
CSAS, students arc rarcly held back, and in
fourth grade—and in 12th grade—more
than 90 percent of students passed the
state’s proficiency tests in reading last year.
Tiffany Aske says she wishes she could
have found a school like CSAS in Oakland.
Instead, they're pulling up stakes and mov-
ing to a suburban community in Washing-

Most of their friends are scram-
bling, paying top dollar for houses in high-
petforming school districts. The Askes say
they’re looking for something more impor-
tant than high test scores. “We want flexi-
bility,” says Tiffany. Ashlyn is a bright girl,
says her mom, “but she’s only a child.” And
childhood takes time.

With MATTHEW PHILIPS, JULIE SCELFO,
CATHARINE SKIPP, NADINE JOSEPH,
PAUL TOLME and HILARY SHENFELD

esame Street” began in
1969 with a revolution-
ary idea: learning could
be fun. The cast of furry
Muppets and their inimitable
songs became so popular among
kids of all backgrounds—and not
just the disadvantaged kids the
show originally intended to help—
that “Sesame Street” spawned an
entire industry of DVDs, toys and
computer games aimed at teaching
ever-younger children. The show,
meant for 2- to 4-year-olds, is
watched today by kids as young as
9 months. NEWSWEEK's Julie Scelfo
asked Rosemarie Truglio, “Sesame

.
]
H
:
:

lhterview: What
Would Big Bird ‘

pressure about testing and per-
formance which | think might he
leading to anxiety.

Is that what is spurring sales of
all those videos for infants?
What's happening now is, every-
thing is getting pushed down to a
younger and younger age. There's
pressure even on babies to begin
achieving, so parents are buying
these videos to make their infants
“smarter.” But there’s no research
that shows expasure to videos
increases learning.

But aren't kids watching
“Sesame Street” at younger
and younger ages?

Yes, and that’s not something we
can control. “Sesame Street” is a
show for 2- to 4-year-oids. If
you can get that word out, it
would be great. Parents grew up
on “Sesame Street” and they
know it’s a safe, educational
viewing experience. They think,

Street” 's VP of education and re-
search, whether she thinks this is
agood idea. Excerpts:

SCELFO: Do you think there’s
too much pressure on young
kids ta learn?

TRUGLIO: People want children
to be ready 1o read in kinder-
garten, so that prassure is now
being passed down to preschool
and day-care centers. We're put-
ting a lot of pressure on [teach-
ers] and introducing children to
some things that may or may not
be age-appropriate. Stress is not

. conducive to learning. If you're

put in a stressful environment,
you're not going to learn.

What should preschoolers be
learning?

The majority of kindergarten
teachers want children to be able
to function in a group setting. To
be able to listen and take direc-
tion. Be able to get along. To be
able to regulate their emotions. A
lot of what I'm talking about is
social-emotional development of
children. If they can’t function in
a group setting, it will interfere
with learning to read.

So reading is important, hut it's
not the only thing?

Every child learns at their own
rate, During the preschool years,
children’s job is to explore and

investigate, and adults need to
assist learning and facilitate it.
I'm nat going to say a child can’t
read by the age of 5. But devel-
opmentally, most children in
kindergarten are leamming the .
precursors of reading skills—
they have sounds, they do the
alphabet, they have rhyming—
hut they are not reading.

Then why do parents feel so
pressured?

Dne reason may be Na Child Leh‘
Behind. | don't think the infention
was for this kind of hysteria. The
idea of accountability is great,

But | think it’s turned into this
testing issue, and there’s a lot of

Why not have my little ones learn
their letters and numbers at an
accelerated pace? It makes par-

. ents feel proud. There's no harm,

but the show’s content isn't age-
appropriate, so a lot of the learn-
ing is going over their heads. Also,
they burn out. If you start watch-
ing it at 9 months, by the time
you're 2 you want something else.
How is this affecting children?
Learning should be fun. It
shouldn’t feel like they’re learn-
ing, which is what “Sesame
Street” is all about. A child’s work
is through play. | don’t think
preschoolers should be doing
flashcards.
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