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their early years in various types of early childhood programs, most five-
to six-year-olds will attend all-day kindergarten, and during their elementary
school years they will spend much of their time before and after school in

some kind of out-of-home setting.

Legislative initiatives addressed to the needs of young childrén have

increased across the country alongside theé school reform movement. By the
end cf 1985; at least 23 states had enacted legislation for a variety of
early childhood provisions. In fact, the National Conference of State )
Legislatures cited early childhood education and child care as one of the
most. rignificant niew areas of legislative activity in education in 1985

adopted the recommendation that states should create full~day programs
for all four-year-olds.

(Morado, 1985) and the National Association of Elementary School Principals

Fifteen states and the District of Columbia already fund some pre=

kindergarten programs for four-year-olds in public schools (Morado, 1985).
Nine states now have universal preschool education available for the handi-

capped; and _a variety of similar initiatives is being considered in many

other states: In February, 1986, the National Governors' Association heid

a major conference on early childhood sub-titled "Focus on the First Sixty
Months" in which state officials and early childhood specialists met to

to this widening trend. 2Zciié of the main issues are defincc and discussed
briefly below.

consider the many problems confronting school districts as they respond

Four-Year-0Oilds in the Schools
The accelerating trend toward participation of four-year-olds in public
schools is the consequence of several convergifig forces. The single most

pPowerful one is certainly the growing proporticon of fiothers of preschoolers
whose entrance into the work force gives rise to an acute need for provisions
for their children. Another substantial force is the "well-publicized
research documenting the positive long-term effects and cost-effectiveness

of preschool programs (Morado, 1986, p. 61; Berreuta-Clement et al., 1984),
particularly for those populations judged at risk for school failure. Both

of these forces, augmented by the school reform movement, resulted in )
preschool programs becoming "part of the package" of academic reform (Morado,
1986, p. 61). Another less obvious factor contributing to the trend is the
widespread excess of classroom space and teaching personnel due to shrinking

enrollments in the upper primary grades in many school districts.
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It should be noted, however, that some opposition to the trend toward

public school programs for four-year-olds has appeared in the press as well
as in some professional publications. Three major objections have been

expressed. The one most frequently cited is that such programs, because

they are to be conducted in schools normaily serving elementary-age children,

will inevitably adopt formal academic teaching methods that early childhood

specialists generally consider developmentally inappropriate for under-six-

year-olds (Kagan; 1985). These critics also. point out that the research

reporting positive long-term benefits of early education programs is based

on the kind of high quality of staff and _program implementation unlikely to

be duplicated in mcst school districts (2Zigler, 1986). Others who oppose

the trend cite the special risks of public school programs for young black

children, suggesting that such children need comprehensive programs that

include health, nutrition, social services,; and parent involvement, as well

as informal curriculum methods (Bowman, 1985; Hymes; 1986). Such opponents

suggeet that the record of the public schools is cne of unrelenting insensi-

tivity to the needs of minority groups, insensitivity to which their children

should not be exposed any earlier than necessary (Moore, 1986). Some

opposition to this trend toward greater preschool participation for normal

children has also been expressed by the Hewlitt Foundation ("Do we really

want preschool?®;, 1984) who interpret the available evidence to suggest that

young children should not be "condemmed to institutional life before [they]
are ready" (p. 2). The Hewlitt Foundaticn supports the view that young

children are more likely to thrive at home with their mothers.

Hymes (1986) captures the spirit of the disputes in pointing out that

for four-year-olds:

life with- richness and vigor—-not to housebreak them for becoming

Five or Six. Fours will be in trouble unless there is apprecia-

the goal of their school is to help them. liye their four-year-old

tion and enjoyment of their energy, their imagination, their

curiosity; their soczability, their creativity. It must be

understood that the goal of their school is to nourish these

strengths, not to dampen them. (p. 2)

Full=-Day Kindergarten

Virtually all of the same- factors mentioned_ in connection with the move

to in~lude four-year-olds in the schools have also contributed to the

widespread adoption of full-day kindergarten programs:. the steady increase

in maternal employment; parental expectations that children should begin

their academic training early,; and the increasing belief among school

officials that standards of achievement in the elementary school can be L

enhanced by starting children on academic careers early and using the 1onger

day in the kindergarten as valuable academic work time. In addition, many

educators and parents also hope that the provision of fuli-day kindergarten

programs will help reduce _widespread fragmentation in the lives of many

young children who typically go from baby-sitter to schooil to day care

center most days of the week.
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Research on_ the effects of full=day varsus half-day kindergarten

programs is, at best, inconclusive (Glazer, 1985). As Hatcher and Schmidt

(1980) suggest, research that takes into account the full range of variables
associated with the longer kindergarten day is still very much needed. The
measures of effectiveness taken by various school districts make comparisons

difficult, and many factors related to the community, characteristics of the

staff; and availability of educational resources may all contribute to the

outcomes of evaluations comparing full- with haif-day programs.

Another issue related to those outlined above is the optimum age of

school entry. As Fitzgeraid, Ronk, and Howe (1986) report, there is much
confusion among parents and teachers, administrators, and policy wmakers
about the appropriate age and developmerital level needed for success in the
early grades in elementary school. Traditionally the schools accepted all
children in kindergarten if they had reached the age of five by a given

date, and the instructional program was modified to accommoddte the range of
developmental levels present in the group. Currently available data indicate
that as few as three or four monthi' difference in entry age affect success -
in the primary grades. However; such findinge are difficult to explain and
to interpret since three or four months' worth of development in the fourth

and fifth year of life are not associated with dramatic differences in .
behavior. Yet younger children seem to be retained in _grade more often than

their older peers. The zpparent differerices in success of children entering
school later may be more related to teacher expectations than to real

advantages of a few months' seniority in age.

Readiness
Another issue raised in connection with the iniclusion of younger children

in public schools and with the introduction of academic work inmto the kinder-
garten year is the assessment of children's "readiness" to profit from it.

Although the term "readiness" is used widely and frequentiy by school personnel
and parents, it is a difficult one to define. In the child development

literature it has been associated with processes of maturation, in particular
with physical development. However, the extent to which the concept of

“readiness" can be generalized from pPhysical to other aspects of development

is a point of strident debate among specialists;

~ The idea that cﬁii&téﬁ,aéiéié§;§§7§i§féf§ﬁi rates, and that, wihia a
given child, some aspects of development may lag behind others; seems well

established. The correct use of the concept of developmental "readiness"”
is antithetical to requiring that the children "fit the curriculum.” on the
contrary, adherence to the concept implies a willingness to adapt the curri-
culum to the "readiness" the children bring to the school with them. As the

concept of "readiness" is used by the schools, however, the issue seems to be
whether or not a child is judged ready to bemefit from an existing prespecified

set of instructional activities. 1In order to establish a child's "readiness"

to enter school, varieties of screening and ‘testing procedures are employed.

S




' Screening

Most school districts institute screening procedures for kindergarte
placement. By means of screening they hope to minimize the chances that
children will confront instructional tasks they are unready for (Fitzgeraid,
et al.; 1986). Aside from questions about what aspects of a child's func-

tioning should be screened before admisSsion to kindergarten; and how extensive

a sample of behavior is necessary for a reliable assessment, it is very likely

to be risky as well as inappropriate to use a single measure of any kind as a
basis for deciding whether a young child is ready for school. As Black points

out, "While inappropriate use of standardized testing can occur at all levels

of the educational ladder; it would appear that the greatest potential for

harm exists during the early childhood years" (cited in Fitzgerald et al.,
1986, p. 3).

In districts in which screening or testing for kindergarten "readiness"

is a large-scale undertaking, problems arise over obtaining enough trained.
and experienced testers. The use of inexperienced and untrained volunteers

for screening means that the instruments selected must be easy to use and
therefore likely to be among the least valid and reliable ones available

(Shepard & smith, 1985). Often volunteers are given brief but intensive
training in test administration. However,; many of them drop by the wayside
before the testing program can be completed, and, more often than not,
untrained testers are used:. The quality of the assessments obtained is
questionable in such cases: The seriousness of this kind of predicament

stems from knowledge that once a child has been identified as faliing into a
special (versus normal) category, the label is very iikely to stick. The
combination of poorly or non-trained testers and very young children unfamiliar

with the screening or teésting situation and therefore apt to be anxious,

makes it very probable that important and non-negligible errors are made

that could have important long-term consequences for individual children.

Alternative Programs
_ Once a screening or testing procedure is in place, most school districts
make provisions for those cinildren who fall below a particular "readiness"
standard. Many school districts that have chosen to provide formal academically-

oriented kindergarten programs adopt an alternative curriculum for these
children: These alternative prograis, sometimes called "junior" or "develop-

mental” kindergarten, generally emphasize play and socialization and correspond
very closely to a traditional kindergarten curriculums While such programs
delay the un-ready child's confrontation with academic work for one year,

the question of whether they should enter kindergarten at the end of it or

go directly to the first grade is problematic: school policies prohibiting
such "developmentally delaved” children from jcining their age-mates in the

first grade result in wide age span in the later grades. In many communities,

parents object to the age range; sometimes because younger children seem to

be at an academic disadvantage, and sometimes because the younger ones are

fearful of being bullied by the larger older ones.
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Retention in Grade in the Elementary Years

- -The practice of requiring slow pupils to repeat a grade has a long
history and is frequently the subject of strong sentiments among school
personnel and parents. The practice of "social promotion® adopted in the
1930's has been strongly criticized in much of the recent school reform
literature, and the proportion of children "retained in grade" seems to be
increasing.

Research on the effects of retention in grade on both academic and
social development has been inconclusive, mainly because findings are =
contradictory; but also because methodological problems inherent in most of
the relevant studies may invalidate their results. First-grade children.

tend to be retained more often than any others: with children's increasing
age; retention rates decline until sixth grade. They begin to climb again in

seventh grade and throughout high schooi.:

. The decision to retain a child is based on diverse criteria such as
Classroom behavior,; achievement test scores, and teacher ratings of maturity.

Variations in school and teachers' philosophy alsc contribute to retention
decisions. Without conclusive empirical evidence, policies with respect to
retention and promotion are likely to be based on social norms and valueg
and general philosophy about education and the role of the school. Among
the important consideraticiis often neglected in the heat of debate over the
value of retention is the quality of the learning experiences offered to the

child during his second turn in the repeated grade.

- An extensive review of the available research on grade retention o
(Plummer, Lineberger; & Graziano, 1986) indicates that the practice of grade

retention, though still very widespread, does not guarantee that the chiid
will reach the required standards for promotion to the next grade at the end
of the one-year repetition. The bulk of the evidence cuvrently available

indicates that; on balznce, retention in grade is not an effective strategy

for improving academic competence and may be a deleterious one with respect

to social deveiopment;

Curriculum IS5ues in Early childhood Education
___-The majority of children today enter kindergarten with at least a year,
often two or three vears, of prior group experience. Thus the traditional

the larger cutside world; has lost much of its relevancs. Disputes concerning
what goals make sense for the contemporary kindergarten, sandwiched as it is

between preschooi and first grade, have arisen in Jany communities,;

purpose of kindergarten to ease children into the transition from home to .

The "Push-Down® Phanomenon

Among parents and between parents, school boards, administrators, and

teachers; there arc serious disagreements over the extent to which the main
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goai of kindergarten is proparation for first grade and for the academic work

hitherto postponed until the first-grade year. This issue is debated with

-such new phrages as "hothousing" (Collins,; 1985), or "curriculum shove down"

(Hatch & Fresman, 1986). Groups of parents, administrators, and teachers
struggle with this so-called "push down" phenomenon in which pley and creative

activities traditionally associated with prekindergarten and kindergarten

Programs are replaced by formal whole-group instruction. School _districts

taking this approach_usuailly put. heavy emphasis on beginning reading instruc-

tion; traditionally set aside for the first grade. Several professional early

childhood groups; including the 55, OGO-member National AssSociation for the

Education of Young Chiidren, have issued "Position Statements*® (Sub-Committee

on Public Policy on Kindergarten, Chicago AEYC Commission on child Deveiopment

and Eiementary Schooling, n.d.; Texas Association for the Education of Young

Chiidren; n. d., SACUS Bpeaks out, 1986, April; National Association for the

Education of Young Children, 1986, June) that contain strong objections to the

introduction of academic work: in prekindergarten and kindergarten;

Interpretation of the available evidence concerning the long-term .

consequences of introducing prekindergartners to formal instruction is fraught

with a range of methodological difficuities. Amonq them are concerns with

appropriate criteria of effectiveness, reliability of assessmcnt instruments,;

and substantial attrition in the sample as children move up the grades and

from one community to another.

Comparxative Effects of Different Kinds of Curriculum Approaches

Fowell (1986) points out that there has been a shift in . the public debate

over early education. The concern of two decades ago over whether early child-
hood programs have lasting benefits has_ now been reptaced with questions about
Awhatukindrof _early education has the. greatest 1ong-term effectiveness.f The

assortment of kinds of earlv_childhood programs can be broedly classified into

two major types: formal teacher-directed approaches, sometimes referred to as
didactic; versus inforwral child-centered. models, sometimes called non-didactic.
In reviewing a group of 1ongitudina1 fellow-up studies comparing the effects of

the two main types of early childhood programs, Powell (1986) points out that

the 1ongitudinal data suggest that. the kind of early childhood program attended

by 1ow-income children _may affect them through thelr middle-school and. early

teenage years. It is in:eresting to note that in two longitudinai studies in

which the Montessori approach was included as one of the non-didactic types of

eerly childhood programs; Montessori programs had very favorable long-term
effects on the children enrolled in t:. :m (Douglas, 1986, pp. 62-63) and the

Results of long-term foiiow-up studies ccmparing the effects of three

curriculum models conducted by the High/Scope Foundation (Schweinhart

Weikart, & Larner, 1986) indicated that 15-year-olds who had been enroiied

in non-~didactic informal prekindergarten programs showed aignificantiy lower

Juvenile delinquenc/ rates than age-mates who haéd been in formal enes. ...

However, the sponsors of the didactic formail program dispute the interpreta-

tion of the results (Gersten, 1986). Longitudinal studies typically show

that children enrolled in didactic programs in the early years show impressive

8



gains in IQ and achiavement scores during and very soon after their
experiences in the programs, but that their superiority is not sustained
throughout the elementary years. .

) Studies comparing various early childhood models over shorter periods
also raise questions about the differentiated effects of the models. ,
Stallings (1975), for example, compared first- and third-grade children in
Follow-Through classrooms varying in teacher directiveness and application
of positive reinforcement. Her data indicate that children scored higher
on reading and mathematics achievement tests in ciasses in which teachers
exercised greatest control, but that in the more flexibie classes children
scored higher on nonverbal probleii-s0lving and willingness to work indepen=

dently and had lower absence rates (cited in Powell, 1986), suggesting more

positive attitudes toward school in general, There is some. suggestion in
these data that a strong showing in the achievement domain may be obtaiined

at the expense of progress in the social-emotional and attitudinal area.

Disputes between those favoring informal child-centered approaches and

those committed to formal academically-oriented approaches have been observed

for at least two generations of educators; and are unlikely to be resolved
by empirical studies, since each side finds flaws in the data produced by

the other. All in all, the comparative data now available suggest that
communities planning to enroll four-year-olds and to expand their kindergarten
programs to full day, face the challenge of enhancing children’s academic
development and their social-emoticnal growth at the same time. There is no

a priori reason to assume that academic and social goals are mutually

exclusive ones.

Parent Involvement in the Schools

The involvement of parents in their children's schools has received a
Jgreat deal of attention in the school veform literatiire produced since 1983,

In First Lessons (1986), Secretary W. J. Bennett makes ~ very strong pitch

for various kinds of parental involvement in their chiidren's education;

Two distinct aspects of parent-school fé;§§i§ﬁ§7§§§§fﬁééﬁ featured in

the literature: (a) parental influence on_various aspects of mzchooling and
(b) the education of parents to enhance _their contribution to their child's
academic progress. Much of this literature urges parents to exert their
influence on the curriculum and the conduct of schooling while it also

enjoins the schools to educate parents so that their children will be morce
receptive to schooling. There is a certain amount of irony in the suggestion
_that if the nation is not to be at risk the scliools should be monitored and
influenced by the very same people it should educate to be mcre competent
parents!

In the meantime, teachers report that relations with parents constitute

one of the greatest sources of stress they experience on the job. Much more
work is required before all the potential benefits of parent involvement in
the schools can be realized.



Parents Influence on the Schools

. While parents have always influenced schools in the U: S: A., the
influential parents have traditionally been iimited to those in the community

who were both vocal and powerful, . Since the mid-1960s efforts have been

made to widen the representation of parents who exercise influence on schooi
practices: Success in this effort creates a host of new probleis: the B
wider and more colete the representation of parents in a school community,

the less likely there will be consensus on what the parents want the school
district to offer or withhold. Reform proposals directed toward the . improve-

Tent of teaching frequently include suggestions for parental participation
in teacher evaluation: 1In this matter as well, the more fully the community
is involved in such evaluation procedures, the more likely differences of
views will emerge. Thus greater involvement seems inevitably linked to

increasing contentiousness between educators and their ciients;

In a comprehensive review of research on parental involvement in the

schools; Becher (1986) reports generally positive effects for those Programs

she evaluates. Specifically, she indicates that parents who become invoived

in their children's early chiidhood programs exhibit more positive attitudes
toward school and school personnei than those who do not. Such parents also
tend to gather greater community support for the schools' programs and
become more involved in community life. In addition, some research indicates
that parent invoivement also leads to improved relationships between parents
and children and greater contact between parents and their childrea's

schools. Becher alsoc nctes that research shows that

teachers, when associated with parent-involvement efforts, have

become more proficient in their instructional and professional
activities, allocated more of their own time to the instructionai
function, become more involved wi th the curriculum, and tended to

experiement more. In addition, they have more Student-oriented

rather than text-oriented curricular activities...[and] there is

substantial evidence indicating that children have significantly

increaced their academic achievement and cognitive development:
(Becher; 19s¢; p: 95) '
In summarizing the research on diffefent approaches to parsnt iRvGlvement

Becher (1986) lists several attibutes common to successful approaches:

- 2. Using parent-teacher conferences to inforn parénts about ways they
could become involved in their child's education;

3. Increasing the amount and specificity of inforbation transmitted

to parents about their child's educaticn and performance in the rrogra:;
4. Encouraging frequent visits to the program/scheol and involving

parents directly in teaching activities:

10



5. Encouraging parents to become involved in the decision-making
processes of the programs as well as evaliuation activities. :

Together these characteristics of parent involvement programs tended to

increase parents' influence on the program and have positive effects on
their children’s experiences as well.

) W§§E§§§§§¥Eéiaiivéi?7iittié regearch E§§4§§§§7iép6:§ea76ﬁ the relationships
between parents and teachers; availabie information indicates that teacher-

parent contacts have increased recently, and that increasing contacts have
been initiated by both sides (Mager, 1980). Epstein (1983) reports that
sBurvey responses of parents of over 1,200 first-, third- and fifth grade
students indicated that parents' attitudes toward their children's schools and
teachers were geierally positive: However, many parents received few or no

communications from the school and few were involved with the school at all.

Parent Education

. 7§§6§§é§7&gpécf7§f parent iﬁ961§éﬁéﬁiiiéiiﬁé schools' attempts to help
parents in their child rearing practices in such a way as to improve their

children's school perforimances. Once again, those parents whose children

moBt need support, stimulation, and encouragement from home are least iikely
to be responsive to these efforts. Such parents typically are reported to
feel ashamed and embarrassed in front of school officials. On the other
hand, parents who are moderately confident in their chiid rearing roles are
more highly responsive to assistance offered to them: There is alsc some
reason to believe that parents are most likely to be responsive to the help
available in parent education programs when their children are under six or

seven years old (Duric & Hughes, 1982).

References
Becher, R. M. (1986). Parent_ involvement: Research and §f£$§iéé; In L. G,
Katz (Ed.); Current topic ¢ y_childhood education (vol: 6, pp.
85-122). Norwood; NJ: Ablex.

ducation in

Bennett, W.J. (1986). Firet lessons: A report on
Amorica. washington, DC: U. S. Department of Education,

Berreuta-Clement, J. R., Schweinhart, L. J., Barmett, W. S., Epstein, A,
& Welkart, D. P. (1984). cChanged lives: The effects of the Perrv -
Preschool Program on vouths through age 19, Ypsilanti, MI: High/Sccpe
Press.

Bowman, B. (1985). Public schools and early childhood programs: Paper
preseantad at the National Black Child Development Institute Public Policy

Conference, Washington, DC.

11




Collins, G. (1985, November 4). Children: Teaching too much, too soon? New
York Timeg, p. 19.

Do we really vant preschool for all our children? (1984). Human Events:
The National Conservative Weekly, 46(37), 2-3.

Durio; H. F.; & Hughegl §:; ﬁ1982). Parent education. Understanding
parents so that they can understand themselves and their children. In S.

Hill & B: J. Barnes (Eds.), Young children and their families. Lexington,

MA: Lexington Books.

Epstein; J. L. (1983). 'ts on paren
involvement. Silver sSpring, MD: Center for the Handicapped.
Document Reproduction Service No. ED 237 500)

Fitzgerald, S., Ronk, J.; & Howe; D. (1986). Schooi readiness+mméacher
judgment versus formal assessment: Michigan State University, Unpublished
' manuscript.

Gersten, R. (1986), Response to "Cbnsequences of three preschool curriculum
2arch Quarterly; 1(3).

models through age 15."

Giazer, J. S. (1985, saptember/bctober)., Kindergarten and eariy educaiiaai
Issues and problems. Childhood Educution, 13-13.

Hatch, J. A., & Freeman, E. B. (1986, éﬁfiif. Evaluation of kindergarten

students: An analysis of report cards in Ohio public schools. Paper

presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research

Assoclation; San Francisco,; CaA,

Hatcher; B:; & Schmidt V*i_(1980). Half-day vs. full day kindergarten

programs; cntidhoodj’ducum 57(1), 14=17.

Hymgs. J.. Jr. (i986 Fall). Pab%icgschool for four-year-~olds. fbééiéiBEEi
Papers, No. 1). Carmel, CA: Hacienda Press.

Kagan, S. L. (1985, December 11). Four-year oids and the schools: Education
Week, 24,

Mager, G. M. (1980). The conditions 4 wntgyi;ng;uence teachérs in initiating
contacts with parents. Journal of Educattonaikﬁesearch,413 276-282.

Moore,; E. (1986)., §phoois andhfourfyggxgcldsTmzhe—satiena;—Black child
Developm ati rspective: A paper presented at the conference on

ent Ingtitute
schooling for four year olds: An examination of the issies, Bush Network

Impact Group, Yale University, New Haven, CT.

Morado, C. (1985).

education agei
the Education of Young Children.

12




X-11

horaéo, C. (1§8€§. Prekindergarten programs for four-year-olds. Young

Children; 4115); 61-63;

Naticnal &esociation for the Education of Young Children. (1986 June).
Position stateme o e . °e Y
for 4- and S5-yesr oclds.

National Governors' Association. {1986, February). Focus on the first

waéhingtoni DC: Author.

Pluiiier, D. L., LinEEeréer,7?.7§:!7&”Graziano W. G. (1986). The academic
and social consequences of grade. retention‘ A convergent analysis. 1In
L. G. Katz & K; Steiner (Eds. ), ¥- childhood education

(Vol. VI): Norwood, NJ: Ablex,

Powell, D: R:  (1986). Effects of program models and teaching practices.

Young children, 41(6), 60-67.

SACUS Bpeaks out: position statement: Ouality faﬁf-yééf-aia programs in

public schools. (1986, April). Dimensions.

Shepard, L. A.. & Stith, M. L. (1985): Boul

practices and retention effects. Boulder, CO: Boulder Valley
Public Schools,

Schweinhart; L: J.; Weikart, D. P., & Larner, M. B, (1986). caneeqaeagéé éii
three preschool curriculum models through age 16. Early Childhood Research

Quarterlz 1, 15-45.

Stallings, J. (1975). Implementation and child effects on teacging practices

in Follow-rhrough classrooms. Monographs of the Society for Research
ent, 40(7-8 Serial No: 163);

Education of _Young Children CET?§§5199,°“ chiid Development and Elementary
Schooling. ({n.d.): Kindergarten: What should be. Chicago: Chicago
Association for the Education of Young Children.

Texas Association forithe Education of Young Children. (n.d.). beueloé- )
A position statement;

mentally appropriate kin

Author;

zigler, E. (1986, January). Do four-year-olds belong in kindergarten?

Working Parents, 8-15.




