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Although most of our work here at Wil Lou Gray Opportunity School is with the adolescent 
secondary school student, we know the factors contributing to their individual difficulties 
began much earlier. In response, this newsletter will examine the child at risk with topics 
covering early intervention and identification, continuum of treatment, special teacher skills, 
administrative responsibilities, parent programs and collaborative community efforts. 

PREYENTJNG SCHOOL FAILURE 
BEGINS WITH BABIES 

By: Jeanene Varner 

Prevention of school failure begins well 
before a child reaches school. With the 

advent of educational reforms through 
the Education Improvement Act, South 
Carolina schools now serve large 
numbers of four year old children 
identified as developmentally delayed 
and at risk for school failure. Many of 
these children are not ready for school 
because the adults responsible for their 
care do not understand the needs of a 
developing infant. Prevention of school 
failure begins with the care a child 
receives from birth. 

Babies grow and develop in three 
important ways. First, they grow 
physically and gain control over their 
bodies. This happens as a matter of time 
and as a result of experience. Babies 
grow at a faster rate during their first 
two years of life than they ever will 
again. They must have nutritious food, 
adequate rest and preventive medical 
care. Second, babies develop the 
foundation for later emotional 
relationships. In the first year of life a 
child develops the ability to love and be 
loved. In order to build these attachment 

relationships, they must have caregivers 
who remain constant in their lives, who 
are sensitive and responsive. Finally, 
they grow intellectually. They discover 
the difference between self and others, 
they explore and learn about their world 
and learn to use language. Children 
must have numerous opportunities to 
explore their environment under careful 
supervision and to interact with others. 
An alert, informed caregiver can make 
sure that babies have opportunities to 
develop in each of these areas. 

Babies require these things to develop 
well, regardless of where they are cared 
for. Whether the child stays at home 
with a parent or another caregiver, stays 
in the home of another caregiver, or 
stays in a group setting, the basics of 
quality care do not change. Parents or 
other caregivers must have some 
knowledge of the special needs of infants. 
Parents who cannot meet their own basic 
needs cannot meet the needs of their 

_ children. Caregiverswhoareresponsible 
for tOo many children can't bii1ld the 
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close loving relationship a child needs, 
or give the time and attention to let them 
explore their world. Caregivers who are 
poorly paid and over worked will 
probably change jobs, leaving babies to 
learn to love a new person who might 
also move on. 

Infants who have had a good start can 
become individuals ready to live a full 
and productive life. Infants whose needs 
for love, physical care and intellectual 
stimulation are not met begin life with a 
handicap that becomes more difficult to 
overcome with each passing year. When 
we support and educate parents, when 
we act to provide quality child care for 
all children, we are working to prevent 
school failure. When parents and care
givers try to care for young children 
with inadequate resources and infor
mation, these children are at risk. 

•• Jeanene Varner is a Visiting 
Assistant Professor in Early 
Childhood Education at the 
University of South Carolina. She 
has taught young chUdren, their 
parents and their teachers. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

"Life is 6ut one continua{ 
course of instruction. rrfie 
/ian{ of tlie parent writes 
on tlie lieart of tlie c/ii{{ 

tlie first faint cliaracters 
w/iic/i time deepens into 
strengtli so tliat notliing 
can efface tliem." 

1{, !Jli£[, 'Brautfe's !Jlant16ootof Stories 
!for tz'oastmasters anti Spea~rs 
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THROUGH THE YEARS 

By: Hannah C. Meadors 

"Of course, there is no substitute for 
parents. That's not our goal. Our State 
has made it possible for public schools 
to become partners with all parents, to 
assist and support them in their efforts to 
prepare their children for first grade. 
We're asking the community to join us 
in this exciting new challenge." 

These were the words of a principal in a 
small town in South Carolina in 1969. 
His school had been chosen as a site for 
one of approximately sixty-four double 
session kindergartens to be piloted in 
the public schools, and he was sharing 
his excitement with a group of parents, 
teachers and community leaders. 

This community responded to the 
challenge; and for that small town, as 
well as many others, this pilot 
kindergarten program became more than 
just a new program. It was a chance to 
begin anew. In a racially tom era, this 
public school kindergarten provided an 
opportunity for little children to learn to 
play together, to talk to one another, and 
to become friends before prejudices 
jelled. The only requirement "to belong" 
was to become five years old before 
November I. Parents began to work 
together, following their children's lead. 

Equipment, materials and curriculum 
guides were almost nonexistent. The 
teachers, however, were carefully chosen 
and given intense exposure to early 
childhood education and child 
development courses. With the help of 
parents, they designed the curriculum, 
focusing on individual needs and 
interests of the children and their 
families. Music and art were used 
lavishly throughout the day. The 
appearance of a misguided butterfly in 
the classroom dictated further learning 
about caterpillars, cocoons, chrysalis, 
and "aeronautics." Pictures of Frank 
Lloyd Wright's masterful creations in 
architecture led to the discovery that 
buildings are created from shapes - not 
just circles, triangles, rectangles, and 
squares, but parallelograms, hexagons, 
octagons and arches, as well. They 
learned about cantilever buildings and 
bridges and moved to the block area to 
try their own creations. Children, all 
children, eagerly learned the new words 
because they had discovered their 
meaning through play. By today's 
definition, many of these children would 
have been considered "at-risk;" but 
nobody told them, so they learned right 
along with the others. 

There were warm exchanges of 
spontaneous admiration and encou
ragement among teachers, children and 
parents. Children's rights were honored; 
and they were treated neither as little 
adults nor babies, but as equals with 
responsibilities equal to their ages. High 
expectations and acceptance of indi
viduals were basic principles of the 
program. 

The community pitched in and provided 
materials which the school could not 
afford. Playground equipment consisted 
of a tree, lots of sand, water, a home
made rope ladder and wheeled toys. The 
children ran, jumped, dug, planted 
gardens, rode tricycles, pulled wagons, 
and took turns. Midst all of this activity, 
indoors and out, the children were 
developing the foundation for reading, 



wnting, arithmetic, science, social 
studies, and the arts. They began to 
organize, to plan, to take risks, to succeed, . 
to fail, to evaluate, and to try again. 
They shared sadness, fear. and joy. The 
seeds for wanting to l~arn were planted. 

Ongoing evaluation of this program 
proved its worth in measurable terms. 
However, the immeasurables, such as 
attitudes, values, motivation and self 
worth, far outweighed the measurables; 
and that small town knew it. 

This particular program worked 
because the elements of quality were 
there. Its funding was adequate; the 
school district superintendent was 
knowledgeable and enthusiastically 
supported the effort; the principal 
understood his leadership role in 
facilitating the program and supporting 
the teachers; the teachers were carefully 
chosen and trained; parents and the 
community were meaningfully involved; 
the curriculum was planned to meet the 
individual needs of the children; the 
program was evaluated realistically for 
tangible and intangible gains. 

And that is how it was in one small town 
in 1969. 

In retrospect, the double-session 
kindergarten format with group size up 
to 30 children per teacher and aide was 
much less than desirable. Transportation 
was a problem, some children and 
families needed full day. and 30 children 
in a group were too many. Critics must 
understand, however, that at that time, 
the decision to use State funds for these 
pilot programs represented years of work 
and a major change of attitude in the 
South Carolina Legislature. It meant 
that kindergarten had been accepted as a 
necessary part of the total education 
picture and tax payers were willing to 
foot the bill. It had become a good 
investment for the economy. Kinder
garten teachers were required to have a 
four year degree with special training in 
child development. For the first time, 
teachers began to be recognized as 
professionals, rather than baby sitters. 

Public school kindergarten brought with 
it one built-in danger, the danger of 
misunderstanding how little children 
learn and what early childhood 
development and education really mean. 
Parent pressure and competitive school 
testing have increased this danger 
through the years. This misunder
standing on the parts of parents and 
untrained teachers and administrators 
has become a liability for many children 
in South Carolina, particularly those most 
at risk. 

Prior to 1969, there were other publicly 
funded child care and child development 
programs in South Carolina. Using 
Appalachian Regional Commission 
(ARC) funds, several school districts 
instituted model comprehensive child 
development centers for 3, 4, and 5 year 
olds, some of which are still in existence 
today. Head Start, the national model 
for child care, began in 1965. Initially 
designed by outstanding early childhood 
professionals and researchers to combat 
the ills of poverty, it remains an 
exemplary model. Other Federal funds 
enabled state agencies (such as the 
Departments of Health and Social 
Services), private citizens and 

organizations to provide non-profit 
programs for children and families in 
need. Churches accounted for the bulk 
of child care and kindergarten programs. 
There were few private-for-profit 
programs at this time. In sum, preschool 
programs differed in funding sources, 
length of day. type and quality of 
program, qualification and number of 
staff, and operational requirements and 
regulations. 

*Jl teaclier affects 
etemityi lie can never 
te{{ wliere liis inf[uence 

stops. 
, 

1fe.nry JUams, 

'lTu 'Eaucation of 1fe.nry ~lams 

The value of quality early childhood 
programs, particularly for children in 
poverty, has been documented by 
research. The Consortium for 
Longitudinal Studies and its supple
mental report have validated the benefits 
of HeadS tart and other program models, 
identifying key components, such as 
parental involvement and small group 
size, as having the greatest impact on 
children and families. High/Scope 
Educational Research Foundation has 
published findings from more than 
twenty years of tracking students from 
the Perry Preschool Program, a high 
quality child development program for 
children in poverty. Findings indicate 
that children in quality programs are 
less likely to be in special education 
classes, to drop out of school, repeat a 
grade and to be incarcerated. They are 
more likely to find employment and 
become responsible citizens. Taking all 
of this into consideration, for every dollar 
invested in quality early childhood 
programs there is a seven dollar return. 
This is a conservative estimate. 
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Looking back over the past twenty years. 
South Carolina has come a long way. 
The Seventies saw the demand for child 
care increase as young mothers joined 
the work force. Private for-profit child 
care became more visible as individuals 
and child care franchises responded to 
the demand. As federal funds decreased. 
state agencies began to look for ways to 
pick up the slack. Churches continued 
to serve the bulk of children in the private 
sector. The public school kindergarten 
program proved its worth and was no 
longer considered a pilot Some school 
districts used local and federal funds to 
provide full-day kindergarten. Early 
childhood teachers and child care 
providers began to recognize their 
responsibility as professionals to shape 
public policy for children and families. 

In the Eighties. South Carolina had to 
take a long. hard look at the bursting 
prisons. rising number of school dropouts 
and teenage pregnancies. high rate of 
infant mortality. child abuse. increased 
use of alcohol and drugs. more women 
in the work force. more single parents. 
poverty. illiteracy. and unemployment. 
National rankings in education placed 
theStateat.ornextto. the bottom. Federal 
funds continued to decrease. forcing the 
State to look inward for solutions. 

To fight the social monsters of the 
Eighties. the Office of the Governor 
took a strong leadership role. Early 
childhood development and education 
was identified as the best means of 
intervention and prevention. To pool 
resources and develop a State Plan of 
Action. an Interagency Coordinating 
Council for Early Childhood 
Development and Education and the 
Advisory Committee to the Council were 
instituted by Executive Order of the 
Governor. Unprecedented sharing of 
state agency staff. money. and materials 
led to the development of an Early 
Childhood Clearing House for nonprint 
media at the State Library where any 
early childhood program could access 
media free of charge. SCETV produced 
public service announcements for radio 
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and TV. a slide tape program for new 
parents. and PROMISES. a five part 
video tape training series for parents 
and teachers. Two Comprehensive State 
Plans (1981. 1985) for Early Childhood 
Development and Education were 
developed. A public awareness effort. 
VOICES FOR CHILDREN. and 
statewide evaluations of all publicly 
funded early childhood programs 
conducted by High/Scope Educational 
Research Foundation. In addition. 
Quality Assurance Standards for Social 
Service Block Grant (SSBG) recipients 
were developed by the newly created 
Health and Human Service Finance 
Commission. 

The Education Improvement Act ofl984. 
the most comprehensive education 
reform in the nation. included 
compulsory kindergarten for all five year 
olds and mandated at least half -day child 
development programs for at-risk four 
year olds. Regulations for this program 
limited group size to 20 and required 
training of all teachers in the High/Scope 
Curriculum. South Carolina was placed 
in the national limelight and cited as a 
model for interagency cooperation. 
(Subsequently. Target 2000 has provided 
for the expansion of this four year old 

program and when feasible. to address 
at-risk three year olds.) 

A state interagency coordinating 
structure had been set in place. and a 
plan for improving the quality of life for 
young children was set in motion. This 
plan addressed the broad issues of quality 
and far exceeded the minimal 
requirements of licensing. It included 
the following: 1) moving towards 
statewide accreditation of centers and 
programs through the National 
Association of Education for Young 
Children•s Accreditation Program; 2) 
credentialing for teachers. using the Child 
Development Associate Credential 
developed by Bank Street College; 3) 
developing a career ladder for preschool 
teachers; 4) facilitating teacher training 
by increasing the articulation between 
technical education colleges and four 
year colleges; 5) increasing the 
availability and affordability of care for 
all children. particularly those at risk; 
6) increased parent education programs. 
particularly new parents; 7) developing 
a coordinated resource and referral 
system; and 8) developing favorable 
public policy for children and families. 

"IJ(jnaergarten ana first gratfe 
years are strategic, not on{y in 
wfiat a diiCa Ctarns in tnow{ufge 
ana tfu. 6asic stiCCs, out aCso in 
tfu. inner feeCings ant£ attituaes 
fu. acquires a6out liimself as a 
Ctarner. • 

1(pma {jans 
'Common Sense In tieacfr.i.ng1(Ja4ing' 



II It is a tinu to ta~ stoct 
of casua{ties, capita{ize 
on our strengtlis, ant£ 
s fwre up tfie wea/(p{aces 
so we can witlistantf tfie 
wintfs tfiat soon wi{{ conu 
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our way. 

South Carolina opted to participate in 
the federal planning grant to provide 
services for developmentally disabled 
preschool children, and Governor Carroll 
Campbell designated the Department of 
Health and Environmental Control as 
the lead agency to develop a plan for 
implementation of P .L. 99 457 for 
children birth to three. Four regional 
interagency advisory councils have been 
working to assist in this plan. The State 
Department of Education has taken the 
lead in providing these services for 
children three to six. 

Public policy for children is being hotly 
contested in Washington. If the Act for 
Better Child Care passes Congress and 
is signed by the President, South Carolina 
is eligible to receive funds which, if 
used properly, will enable poor parents 
to afford and choose better quality child 
care. The Family SupportAct(P.L.l00-
485), recently passed by Congress, can 
offer considerable opportunity for some 
of our young families to get off the 
welfare rolls and into the job market 
through such assistance as child care, 
education, and training. In August 1989, 
the Department of Social Services 
released its WorkS upport Services State 
Plan. The success of this effort will 
depend on the quality of child care 
services these poor children receive, the 
accessibility of decent jobs for parents, 
and whether or not two-parent families 
can remain together. 

As the Nineties rapidly approach, we no 
longer grapple with the question, "Should 
we provide early childhood development 
and education programs?" We do and 
we shall continue. Changing demo
graphics and the economy demand it. 
The questions are when, who, where, 
and how can we meet the needs of our 
children. The parts of the early childhood 
puzzle remain complex, but all the pieces 
are necessary to complete the picture. 
Predictions for the Nineties might 
include: 1) the expansion of creative 
partnerships between schools, city 
government, businesses, and public and 
private providers of child care; 2) more 
employee sponsored child care; 3) the 
expansion of Head Start; 4) increased 
peer pressure for accreditation of centers 
and teacher credentialing; 5) more 
support from churches and the 
community; 6) the development of a 
statewide network, linking advocacy 
groups and professional organizations; 
7) reduced kindergarten group size and 
increased options for full day programs; 
8) more active participation of grass 
roots advocates in public policy 
development for children, and 9) passage 
of some form of legislation establishing 
a state structure to ensure interagency 
cooperation, coordination and 
supervision of quality early childhood 
programs and services for all children 
under six. 

We are standing with one foot in the 
Eighties and the other one in mid-air, 
reaching for the Nineties. It is somewhat 
like being in the eye of a hurricane. We 
have come a long way, but there is such 
a long way to go. It is a time to take 
stock of casualties, capitalize on our 
strengths, and shore up the weak places 
so we can withstand the winds that soon 
will come our way. In the quiet of these 
moments between decades, let us heed 
this warning. In our haste to fight the 
monsters of society by providing early 
childhood programs, let us take care that 
we do not become the monsters. Is it 
possible that we are increasing the risk 
of failure for our children by using 
inappropriate curricula, imposing 

unrealistic demands, and shifting the 
academics of first and second grade down 
to four and five year olds? Are we 
unfairly stereotyping our children by 
placing them in special or transitional 
classes at this tender age? Are young 
children equipped to take tests? Are 
these tests valid and reliable for children 
of all ethnic minorities? Are we 
developing programs and services that 
do not meet the needs of parents? Are 
we creating stress within the families? 

An anonymous author wrote the 
following words: 

I saw tomorrow look at me 
From the little children's eyes, 
And I thought how carefully we'd teach 
If we were really wise. 

•• Hanna Meadors served in the 
office of the Governor's (Riley and 
CampbeW Education Division, as 
Director of Early Childhood 
Development and Education from 
1981 - 1987. Currently she is an 
Early Childhood Consultant, 
specializing in teacher training 
and public policy development. 
Prior to 1981 she was a guidance 
counselor and public kindergarten 
teacher. 

'.9lt tlie age of ten, my son was 
very secretive a6out tlie 
preparation of valentines for tliis 
class party. J{e aid, liowever, 
sliow us tlie one for liis teaclier. 
It saia simp{y: ·r Love 1"ou, 
fJ'eaclier. • tJ3ut lie liatf carefuf{y 
crossea out "!Love 1"ou • ana 
printetf "I 'lJon't Mini You· 
ins teat£. 

Lena Saqat.zky, ~at!ers llJitlest, 2-1988 
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EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 
Added Stress or Added Strepgtb? 

By: Cindy S. Nail 

Early childhood is a relatively new field 
of education. For many years, it was 
believed that nothing of real importance 
happened during the early years and that 
young children were not ready to learn 
until they entered "formal" schooling at 
the age of six. The goal of many "old 
time" child care programs was simply to 
provide custodial care for children - - to 
keep them safe and secure until their 
parents returned for them. It was 
generally accepted that all children 
needed before they went to school was 
to have their basic physical needs met 
and programs for young children were 
pretty much looked upon as babysitting
oriented. 

Over the past decade, however, there 
has been a tremendous swing in the 
opposite direction and many persons in 
the field of early childhood education 
are greatly concerned over an apparent 
rush to begin the "formal" education of 
children at earlier and earlier ages. 

In his book Miseducation: Preschoolers 
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At Risk, David Elkind, a professor of 
child study at Tuft's University, notes 
"What is happening in the United States 
today is truly astonishing. In a society 
that prides itself on its preference for 
facts over hearsay, on its openness to 
research, and on its respect for "expert" 
opinion, parents, educators, admin
istrators, and legislators are ignoring the 
facts, the research, and the expert opinion 
about how your children learn and how 
best to teach them." 

·rroo many programs today 
are pusliing too liard or 
not pusliing in appro
priate ways. rr'oo many 
programs liave one over
riainggoa£: to get tlie clii{d 
ready for first grade.· 

Elkind shares the feelings of others like 
Postman that childhood today is a 
disappearing time in the life cycle of 
humans. Across the country, schools 
and parents are pushing children into 
educational programs and recreational 
programs that are not suitable for their 
age level. Parents and school personnel 
seem to be working under the mistaken 
impression that earlier is better-- totally 
disregarding research that clearly 
disputes this claim and in fact gives 
evidence that early instruction can do 
lasting harm and that children subjected 
to pressures at early ages are in fact at 
psychological and/or physical risk. Dr. 
Elkind, in Miseducation: Preschoolers 
at Risk, states that "early childhood 
miseducates not because it attempts to 
teach, but because it attempts to teach 
the wrong things at the wrong time." He 
also states that "when we ignore what 
the child has to learn and instead impose 

what we want to teach, we put infants 
and young children at risk for no 
purpose." 

Too many programs today are pushing 
too hard or not pushing in appropriate 
ways. Too many programs have one 
overriding goal: to get the child ready 
for first grade. This goal is not only 
inappropriate, it is also potentially 
harmful for young children. 

Enrolling a child in a program that is 
only geared at preparing the child for a 
future program can have serious 
consequences. The risk of long-term 
personality damage is as real as the short
term problems resulting from the stress 
placed on children who are unable to 
deal effectively with such stress. This 
stress and anxiety can result in mental 
and physical illnesses, mistrust and 
despair, and the general disintegration 
of the child and entire family unit. 

Today's world is a great deal more 
complex and certainly contains more 
stress-producing situations than in years 
past. Family structures have changed 
greatly. The extended family is 
disappearing as families become more 
mobile and move more frequently than 
in any other time period in history. A 
result of this increased mobility is a loss 
of community and stability for children. 
Violence is wide-spread. Children are 
subjected to it daily through television. 
Many, unfortunately, also live with it 
personally as evidenced by the increasing 
number of reports of physical, sexual, 
and emotional abuse of children. 

The instability of the family unit is 
probably the most serious problem young 
children face today. Over a million 
children a year have parents who are 
divorced. Some of these children will 
live with one or the other parent and 
many will have the added burden of 
having to divide their time between two 
households. Many will have the added 
stress of adjustment to remarriage and 
the added stress of step-parents and step
siblings. Children with working mothers 



and from single-parent families are no 
longer the exception, but the reality to 
the majority of children in our society. 

Other sources of stress in young children 
include but are not limited to issues like 
economic pressures which affect the 
moods and tension level of families, 
working mothers, television programs 
and commercials which often offer 
distorted perceptions of life and the 
pressure of trying to accomplish tasks 
that they are unprepared to handle. 

Teachers of young children must take 
into account the new and disturbing 
developments in today's society and 
relate them to a sound knowledge of 
child growth and development. When 
teachers base what they do on respect 
for children and on a sound knowledge 
of early childhood development and 
curriculum, children are more likely to 
maintain the eagerness and curiosity that 
usually characterizes the early years and 
makes learning a meaningful process. 

There are many excellent resources 
available which detail what is 
developmentally appropriate care and 
education for young children. A prime 
focus must be for early childhood 
programs to stand firm in offering 

programs that support and encourage 
young children in ways that are 
appropriate to them in environments that 
are specially designed for their needs. 

·'IN.e etfucationa{ system provUles 
tlie young person witli a sense of 
wliat society e;rpects of liim in 
tlie way of performance. If it is 
~ in its aemantfs, tlien lie wi{{ 
6efieve tliat sucli are tlie ezyecta
tions of liis society. If mucli is 
ezyectetf of liim, tlie clianges are 
tliat lie wi{{ ezyect mucli of 
liimself. • 

Jolin <W, (janfnerin :Self-'Rpurva!: '1M 

JrulirlillUII! arul tlie l111UXJatiw Soc~ty' 

In Teaching the Child Under Six, Dr. 
Jimmy Hymes discusses the definite need 
for more early childhood programs, but 
more importantly emphasizes a need to 
improve the quality of existing programs 
and a need to insure that the new programs 
meets identified quality standards. 

Recent research on the importance of 
the early years has identified standards 
and criteria that constitutes quality 
programs for young children. One of 
the criteria for quality programs has been 
identified as a teacher who is well versed 
in early childhood education. 

Teachers sometimes deny their own 
educational significance - - they give in 
to what they are pressured into doing 
with a program. They give their children 
lessons in learning the alphabet, learning 
the names of colors, and learning to 
count to ten. Some programs even go so 

far as to add Spanish or French lessons, 
special accelerated instruction in certain 
subject areas and/or other programs of 
study designed to enhance the child. 

Children in many early childhood 
programs are more fortunate. They have 
teachers who look to sound theory as the 
basis for their curriculum. They build 
their programs on their best knowledge 
of why they are teaching, what they are 
teaching, who they are teaching, and 
how best to teach. 

Teachers in good programs keep their 
goals clearly before them. Their main 
goal is to help children learn and to do so 
in a manner that allows children to live 
in the richest, most satisfying, most 
constructive way possible. They 
recognize that the special nature of young 
children - - their size, learning modes, 
strengths, weaknesses, interest and 
desires-- dictates how a program should 
be designed and how it should be run. 

Teachers in these programs are child
centered. They know what young 
children are like. They realize that young 
children are different from older children 
and do not look at them in the same way. 
They design their programs to fit the 
specific, individualized nature of young 
children. 

Teachers in high quality programs are 
society-centered. They realize that the 
future is now and they work hard to 
prepare children to live in today' s world. 
They realize that the way children live 
and learn today becomes their lifestyle 
and learning style in the future. 

Teachers in high quality early childhood 
programs are well versed in what 
curricula are appropriate for young 
children and it is evident by observing in 
their programs that their educational 
philosophy matches what goes on in 
their program. 

Teachers in high quality early childhood 
programs are family-oriented. They 
understand and appreciate that the 
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children are simply "on loan" to them 
and work hard at strengthening the childs' 
relationship with his family. These 
teachers are well versed in the problems 
families are encountering today and work 
hard at alleviating the accompanying 
stresses. 

High-quality teachers of young children 
are aware of and understand the stresses 
of being a child in today's society. They 
have the conviction and courage to stand 
firm in their beliefs about what early 
childhood programs should be about. 
They do not succumb to outside pressures 
from parents or administrators to "push" 
children into programs that are either 
inappropriate or unnecessary. The high
quality early childhood teacher works 
hard to create and provide the best 
possible program for each child thus 
providing the foundation for future 
learnings and future successes. 

•• Cindy S. Nail ts head of the 
Child Development Department at 
Tri-County Technical College in 
Pendleton, South Carolina. She 
also serves as director of the on
campus early childhood center 
which serves the children of the 
college's faculty, staff, and 
students. She has had experience 
working in public schools, a 
church-related child care program. 
and an employer-sponsored 
hospital child development 
program. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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GOOD MORNING. PRINCIPAL. 
ARE YOU READY FOR ME? 

By: Dr. R. Eleanor Duff 

Ready or not, the downward extension 
of schooling is bringing increased 
numbers of young children into public 
school kindergarten, and, as result of the 
recent education reform activities across 
the states, public school based programs 
for 3 and 4-year-olds are mushrooming. 
A major question continues to be asked, 
"Are the schools ready for the very young 
... especially for those children who 
have not had the benefit of the kinds of 
family experiences and activities that 
would put them on equal footing with 
their more socio-educationally advan
taged peers?" "Are they ready to serve 
appropriately young children "at-risk" 
of behavior problems and of school 
failure?" 

Currently, 31 states have appropriated 
funds for pre-kindergarten and/or make 
direct contributions to Head Start 
programs. (Mitchell, 1989) Such 
programs are administered primarily by 
state departments of education and are 

offered through school districts for four
year-olds identified to be "at-risk." 
Eligibility for participation is established 
on the basis of such factors as family 
income, mother's educational level, the 
child's language facility, and selected 
standardized measures. During the 
current 1989-90 school year eighty-nine 
of South Carolina's ninety-one school 
districts offer pre-kindergarten 
programs; 12,309 four-year-olds are 
enrolled. (S. C. Department of 
Education, 1989) 

The value of developmentally sound and 
carefully implemented programs for 
socio-educationally disadvantaged 
young children continues to be well 
documented through extensive long
itudinal research. One major undisputed 
benefit of such experiences is an 
improvement in children's intellectual 
and social skills at elementary school 
entry. On a longer term basis, benefits 
include reduced risks of educational 
handicap, of school dropouts, of juvenile 
delinquency, and of the need of welfare 
assistance (Schweinhart, 1980). Such 
findings have made the system a highly 
popular thrust among members of the 
legislative, business, and education 
arenas. 

Conflicting points of view, however, 
continue to focus on the public school as 
a delivery system of programs for "at
risk" 4-year-olds. Those favoring the 
public school based system see the school 
as available, safe, and convenient. They 
see the school as stable and least 
expensive to families. Other 
professionals express apprehension on 
the basis that the school has not done 
well by children in the kindergarten and 
early grades. They fear that adding the 
four-year-old would simply result, over 
time, in moving regimented, highly 
structured, developmentally inappro
priate programs down to even younger 
children already predicted to experience 
difficulty in school. (Moore, Phillips, 
1989) 
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But, to continue to debate the issue of 
public school or non-public school based 
programs is simply a waste of 
professional energy and effort that would 
be better directed toward influencing 
the quality of the programs as they are 
being implemented. There are several 
major concerns held by early childhood 
educators and other related professionals 
concerned about the care and treatment 
of very young children that must be 
addressed. One of the major concerns 
relates to the nature of the programs 
implemented in the schools, their content 
and practices. There is equal concern 
about school policies and administrative 
viewpoints which often interfere or 
impact adversely the implementation of 
professionally sound programs for the 
children enrolled. From this perspective, 
greater attention must come to be focused 
on the professional preparation and the 
administrative practices of that 
individual, within each school, charged 
to serve as the school's instructional 
leader ... the Principal. 

Informal interviews with teachers of 
young children indicate that 
satisfaction with their teaching situation, 
or lack thereof, is most often dependent 
upon their being able to implement a 
developmentally sound program. As 
professionals, they look for admin
istrative support and freedom to conduct 

their programs in accordance with their 
preparation as early childhood 
professionals. Many teachers express 
their frustration at pressure from their 
principals to place greater focus on 
academic instruction, whole-class use 
of workbooks and paper-pencil tasks, 
and quiet, teacher-directed rote-learning. 
They are further frustrated by their 
recognition that such pressure and 
inappropriate expectations, without 
doubt, spawn from a lack of professional 
preparation and understanding on the 
part of that individual holding 
supervisory responsibility for their 
program. 

While early childhood education is a 
relatively young field of professional 
study, there is an extensive, well 
researched and clearly documented 
professional knowledge base pertaining 
to how children grow, develop and learn, 
the components of a developmentally 
sound program, and effective ways of 
working with children. Three major 
professional organizations, the National 
Association for the Education of Young 
Children, (NAEYC), the Association for 
Childhood Education, International 
(ACEI), and the Southern Association 
on Children Under Six (SACUS) with a 
collective membership in excess of 
110,000, represent all aspects of the child 
development, health, and education field. 
All groups concur with the 
developmentally appropriate concept for 
the design and conduct of programs for 
the very young. In addition, the National 
Association of State Boards ofEducation, 
the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development, the 
International Reading Association, the 
National Black Child Development 
Institute, and the National Association 
of Early Childhood Specialists in State 
Departments of Education have prepared 
position statements that strongly support 
sound practice for young children 
(Bradekamp and Shepard, 1989). 

With such widespread professional 
agreement on what constitutes an 
appropriate program of young children 

and the concept of development 
appropriateness specifically, one must 
seriously question why many schools 
are so reluctant to demonstrate 
acceptance of the concept. Why are so 
many schools locked into a system so far 
behind what we know about how children 
learn? One can only conclude that the 
primary determinant of quality of such 
school based programs rests with the 
individual building principals, their level 
of professional understanding of the 
unique needs and characteristics of young 
children, and their willingness to support 
and empower teachers to conduct 
professionally sound programs. 

To provide the support needed, 
individuals selected to serve as building 
principals would be in the "best of 
worlds," individuals with successful 
teaching experience with primary or 
lower elementary children and who hold 
professional certification shaped 
appropriately for administering primary 
schools. While this may seem unrealistic 
at this time, with the massive push for 
appropriate programming for young 
learners, institutions of higher education 
and certifying agencies must begin to 
realize that "generic" training programs 
for principals," is not appropriate for 
professionally defensible administration 
of school based programs involving the 
complex needs of young children and 
families. 

'ty oung clii{dren are 
coming to sclioo{ at earlier 
and earlier ages. fJ'Iie 
question remains as to 
wlietlier tlie sclioo{ wi{{ 
6ecome ready for tliem. • 
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Effective principals are viewed by 
teachers as individuals who are 
acquainted with the current trends and 
are guided by the collective judgements 
of professional groups related to 
programs for which they have 
supervisory responsibility. In the case 
of school based programs for young 
children, effective principals understand 
and support the goals and operation of a 
developmentally sound program. 
Additionally, they are able to: 

- - explain and support the program and 
its operation to parents, other teacher 
staff, and community leaders; 

- -establish spending priorities based on 
appropriate program goals with respect 
to educational materials, toys, and 
supplies necessary for a sound program; 

- - assure that children, teachers, and the 
program itself are evaluated by 
developmentally appropriate standards 
and measures; 

- - employ appropriately qualified, com
petent teachers and staff; 

--provide for regular in-service training 
with focuses on the special training needs 
of the teachers and which may lead to 
systematic application of child 
development principles in the classroom; 
and 

- - value and feel good about working 
closely with parents, and encourage 
teachers to work in close concert with 
families. (Schweinhart, 1988) 

Young children are coming to school at 
earlier and earlier ages. The question 
remains as to whether the school will 
become ready for them. The key to 
successful schools will rest with 
preparing principals to have vision and 
insight into the complex developmental 
needs of young children and the courage 
to allow teachers to establish and conduct 
truly appropriate programs. An 
individual, who standing in the school 
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house door, can honestly say, "Yes, 
Tommy! I'mreadyandhavebeenwaiting 
for you!" 

•• Dr. R. Eleanor Duff is a Professor 
of Early Childhood Education at 
the University of South Carolina, 
Columbia Camps. 
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CHALLENGE FOR PRINCIPALS: 
AT RISK STUDENTS 

By: Dr. Verna Green 

In talking about the challenge of the 
90's Tom Wilson of IBM Marketing 
says that "the future cannot be predicted; 
it must be created." He also noted that 
700,000 United States high school 
graduates are functionally illiterate. As 
an example of the impact this creates, 
63% of high school graduates "flunk" 
basic entry tests administered by the 
Motorola Corporation. 

In thinking about the future and ways to 
prepare for it, we cannot forget the human 
factors. What kinds of work will there 
be for functional illiterates? What 
implications does illiteracy have for the 
social, cultural, economic, educational, 
and political environment of our country? 
What more can the schools contribute to 
the solution? Specifically, what can the 
principal do to help those students "at 
risk"? 



• 
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There is no agreement on the definition 
or term "at risk". Indeed, you may say 
that every child is at risk today more 
than ever. Slavin and Madden define "at 
risk" as "one who is in danger of failing 
to complete his or her education with an 
adequate level of skills." Lehr and 
Wiggins define the term "at risk" as a 
student "who is not working up to 
potential." They list possible 
characteristics. All characteristics do 
not have to be present to be considered 
at risk: 

Academic difficulties 
Lack of structure (disorganized) 
Inattentiveness 
Distractibility 
Short attention span 
Low self-esteem 
Health problems 
Excessive absenteeism 
Dependence 
Discipline problem 
Narrow range of interest 
Lack of social skills 
Inability to face pressure 
Fear of failure 
Lack of motivation 

"'Ifie parents are sending 
us tlie 6est Kjtfs tliey liave. 
'IIiey are not K!-eping tlie 
good ones at liome. Wliat 
principafs u{timate{y do 
witli tlie "6est Kjtfs" we 
receive wi{{ maK!- a{{ tlie 
difference.· 

Phlegar identifies "individual 
characteristics of those who eventually 

drop out of school" including the 
following: 
"Academic (being retained in grade or 
beirig a year older than others in the 
same grade) 
School/Social (attendance problem, 
discipline problem) 
Home/Family {lower social-economic 
background, minority, limited English 
proficiency, single parent or other 
unstable home factor ,little value placed 
on completion of school) 
Personal (negative self-concept, drug/ 
alcohol abuse, pregnant or parenting 
teen)" 

We hear consistently that the principal 
is the key to an effective school. Phlegar 
adds that "the principal is the key element 
in determining success for at-risk 
students." The generally well known 
characteristics of effective schools such 
as strong instructional leadership, a safe 
and orderly environment, frequent 
monitoring of ~tudent progress, high 
student expectations, basic skills and 
academic achievement emphasis and 
parental involvement are important for 
ALL students, but especially for at risk 
students. 

What more can the principal do within 
the framework of our public school 
system? Principals need to consider the 
school climate, parental and community 
involvement, priorities, and last but not 
least, the children. 

The principal's role in creating a positive 
school climate involves promoting a 
sense of professionalism in teachers, 
promoting an atmosphere that 
encourages creativity in teachers and 
students, and promoting an atmosphere 
that supports staff innovative solutions 
to school problems. A sense of "We are 
a TEAM." should pervade the school 
climate among faculty, staff, students, 
parents and community. 

Parental involvement is crucial to any 
school, particularly at risk students. 
Many parents have had negative school 
experiences or have been intimidated by 
the school setting. Therefore, every 
effort should be made to appeal in a 
positive manner to parents. Solicit their 
input and help to create a better school. 

Community involvement can be in the 
form of the immediate neighborhood as 
well as in the largest sense of the word. 
Adopt-a-School partners and groups such 
as Foster Grandparents and community/ 
neighborhood associations can add so 
much to school settings with tutors, 
volunteers, and other resources. 

The ultimate goal of education is for 
students to learn. The PRIORITY is to 
keep the instructional day intact. 
Effective principals reduce teacher's 
paperwork and keep classroom 
interruptions to a minimum. Another 
PRIORITY is to emphasize and support 
the pre-K through 3 program so that all 
students have a solid foundation for the 
years to come. 

Last, but not least, decisions should be 
child-based first. (What will benefit the 
child rather than what is expedient for 
adults.) Treat your school children as 
you want others to treat your personal 
children. 
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Let's think of Lezotte's comment "The 
parents are sending us the best kids they 
have. They are not keeping the good 
ones at home." What principals 
ultimately do with the "best kids" we 
receive will make all the difference. 

** Dr. Vema Green, a fanner 
elementary principal. ts currently 
an educational program consul
tant with the South Carolina State 
Department of Education's Lea
dership Academy 
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ASSERTIVE PARENTING 
FOR CHILDREN AT -RISK 

By: Melissa V. Bush 

Children at-risk often have parents who 
feel at-risk in dealing with their children. 
Schools and agencies offer educational 
and coping skills to the children, but the 
parents are important partners in the 
educational and personal survival of 
children. Educators and counselors must 
empower the parents to take the first 
step in developing a plan to work with 
the school and agency in helping children 
"make it". We must empower the parents 
with a new attitude, a new hope. 

Invite the parents and the child in for a 
conference. How do you accomplish 
this task? 

1. Develop a personal attitude that you 
really want the whole family to come, 
that you do have the skills to facilitate 
the attitude that when people dialogue 
together, a plan for the at-risk student 
can be accomplished. 

2. Don't be afraid of the parents . 

3. Allow the parents to get out their 
feelings and to tell their story. 

4. Help the whole family feel 
comfortable, welcome, and safe in your 
setting. 

5. Treat the family information as 
confidential and privileged information. 

6. Facilitate a belief in yourself that 
parents do the best they know how and 
do have answers to help their children. 

7. Develop an appreciation and 
compassion for families. Most families 
are trying hard to survive, are working 
two jobs or more, and are very stressed. 

8. LISTEN 

9. Sometimes the invitation for a whole 
family to come in will elicit change in a 
family even if the appointment is 
cancelled. A whole-family conference 
is a powerful event. 

10. Invite everyone who is involved 
with the student (parents, siblings, 
grandparents). Sometimes neighbors, 
friends, teachers, etc. may even come. 

11. End the conference with a plan to 
help the child. 

12. Compliment the family on coming 
to the meeting as their willingness to 
offer input and to take charge shows 
how much the family cares and loves 
each other. 

13. Know that these family meetings 
save time since all the involved parties 
are together to develop a plan. 

14. Invite families to Parenting 
Workshops, Parent Days. Wellness Fairs, 
Health Fairs at your agency. 

15. Refer families to counseling or 
appropriate agencies for help. 

• 
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16. Encourage parents to take "how to 
parent" classes to learn new skills 
(assertive parenting). 

•• Dr. Melissa V. Bush is the 
Director of Guidance and Wellness 
at Lexington School District Four 
and has a private practice at 
Lexington Family Guidance 
Center. She is also an adjunct 
professor at the University of South 
Carolina, teaching classes in 
FamUy Therapy and Women and 
Spirituality. 

•••••••••••••••••••• 
REFLECTIONS 

By: Mary Catherine Norwood 

School administrators have many tasks, 
an overwhelming number. But probably 
no people are better suited to providing 
leadership in tackling some factors that 
create educational risk for young 
children. 

Elementary principals are great at being 
nurturers of young children in their care. 
But it appears that today' s climate creates 
the need to nurture the parents as well or 
at least see that this is done. Too many 
parents, both well off and poor, just 
seem to be ill prepared for the parenting 
challenges of this day and time. 

What can the school do? Leadership can 
be proactive more than reactive. 

Proactive in the sense that what we plan 
to do, we will do. That means reaching 
out to parents in the community at the 
earliest stages. Marshalling community 
resources to help parents learn what it 
takes to succeed in these times is needed. 
We can establish connections with 
parents of very young children through 
child care centers, doctors' offices, 
churches, even grocery stores. 
Publishing parenting tips or even seeing 
that parenting videos. are available on 
loan free of charge may be possible . 
Could we build and train a cadre of 
volunteers to make home visits? Would 
the PTA sponsor a recorded phone 
message which provides parenting 
information? 

The concept of"the lighted schoolhouse" 
which opens libraries, playgrounds, after 
school care programs and recreational 
opportunities to parents of young 
children might be developed. Could 
school leadership make sure school is a 
pleasant, relevant place that parents fmd 
enhancing and to which parents become 
committed very early (before school 
age) in their children's lives 

Much of what is needed already exists in 
some communities. The problem is that 
it is often scattered, fragmented and 
disconnected. Restructuring can be led 
by school leaders. Don't we have the 
most to gain long term? 

•• Dr. Mary Catherine Norwood 
Superintendent, 

Wtl ~ Gray Opportunity School 

~ 

Notes From • • • 

The Center Director 

Most of the students here at Wil Lou 
Gray Opportunity School are from fifteen 
to twenty-one years old. They are with 
us for a variety of reasons, including 
truancy, irresolvable family problems, 
learning disabilities, or simply an 
inability to cope in a traditional high 
school setting. The students are referred 
by high school counselors, Department 
of Youth Services social workers, 
vocational counselors, ministers, and 
judges. Some come to us on their own, 
realizing at nineteen or twenty, that their 
hasty decision to drop out at sixteen has 
put them on a dead end road. 95% of 
them fit the profile of an at risk student. 
Their problems are rarely simple with 
singular causes. As a rule they have a 
combination of"symptoms". A student 
coming from a dysfunctional home 
environment may have also 
experimented with drugs or alcohol. The 
truant student may be reading on a first 
or second grade level. Many of these 
students have been subjected to years of 
remedial programs that have done little 
to increase their basic skills level, excite 
them about the learning process, or 
improve their self esteem. 

Here, in a secondary alternative school, 
we are forced to play the hand dealt us. 
When we analyze their problems, it's 
usually clear that a series of events, both 
in and out of school, contributed to their 
at risk status. Our students bring with 
them a long history of academic failures 
and low self expectations. We try, in the 
relatively short amount of time we have, 
to compensate, remediate, and graduate 
as many a possible. Most are "turned 
off" to school and suspicious of our 
ability to help them. Every day we 
encounter students for whom early 
intervention methods were either 
unsuccessful or unavailable. 
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What went wrong? The research in this 
area is not always consistent. There 
seems to be some questions as to whether 
the remedial programs initiated in the 
late sixties, and still emulated in the late 
eighties, remain the most appropriate 
model for these students. Recently Head 
Start and other federal programs have 
been criticized for their rote, remedial, 
individualized approach. The intentions 
were good but these efforts have 
obviously not been the panacea expected. 
Our drop out rate has changed very little 
in the past twenty years. 

"fJ'Iie pro6{ems ion 't 6egin 
witli tlie onset of atfo
{escence. fJ'Iie at ris/(liigli
way 6egins mucli earfie1i 
wlien tliey ta~ tlieir first 
arinf(at ten, fai{ tlie first 
graae at seven, are p{acea 
in a foster liome at fou1i 
are not encourage/ to ta{/( 
at two, or wlien tliey are 
6orn premature{y to a 
fifteen year o{a retaraea 
motlier." 

Low teacher expectations, the 
insurmountable influence of a 
dysfunctional family, and boring 
remedial programs that fail to activate 
higher level thinking skills are cited as 
culprits that undermine our best 
intentions to hold until graduation, 
almost one third of our student 
population. At every conference, experts 
are advocating accelerated type programs 
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emphasizing verbal communication, 
group projects, high tech computer 
activities and creative writing 
components. 

But no matter what approach is used, it's 
well documented that early intervention 
programs have a better success rate than 
those in middle or high school. The 
movement in education today is 
definitely toward the development and 
funding of early childhood intervention 
programs. Children are being assessed 
and identified earlier and earlier in an 
attempt to establish a continuum of care 
that will be proactive rather than reactive. 

Even at this early stage, however, the 
kindergarten and elementary teachers 
encounter the same frustration we do, 
trying to respond to problems resulting 
from elements out of our control in the 
home or community. In fact, very few of 
the most serious problems have their 
roots in the school yet the schools are 
expected to address these complicated 
social, psychological, medical and 
political issues in which we as teachers 
are unskilled or uncomfortable. A third 
grader's learning disability may very 
well be a result of inadequate pre-natal 
care exacerbated by poor nutrition and/ 
or drug and alcohol abuse. Language 
deficiencies may stem from parents who 
exhibit poor language skills themselves, 
and either neglect or unknowingly fail 
to encourage oral language during a 
crucial developmental stage. 

Those deficiencies not corrected in 
elementary school are passed on to high 
school. Studies describing charac
teristics of an at risk student often indicate 
the high correlation of dropping out in 
high school to problems rooted in the 
early years. The more we learn about 
the characteristics of drop outs the more 
evident it becomes that the problems 
don't begin with the onset of adolescence. 
The at risk highway begins much earlier, 
when they take their first drink at ten, 
fail the first grade at seven, are placed in 
a foster home at four, are not encouraged 
to talk at two, or when they are born 

prematurely to a fifteen year old retarded 
mother. 

Obviously, these children are at risk 
very early on. Intervention and 
remediation can not be put off until high 
school, middle school, or even 
elementary school. Special help for these 
children must begin early and continue 
throughout their academic career. This 
will certainly stretch the limited money 
budgeted for at risk programs. This 
consideration brings several questions 
to mind. What impact will the emphasis 
on early childhood programs have on 
high schools as we compete for funding? 
Considering the difficulty of remediating 
older students, would tax dollars be better 
spent on early childhood programs? 
Should we continue the extra effort it 
takes to remediate high school students? 
After all, it is much easier to help the 
student in the early stages. 

Here at Wil Lou Gray Opportunity School 
we believe in providing another chance 
no matter what the age. Last year our 
youngest student was fourteen and our 
oldest was sixty-three. Through the years 
we've found that it is difficult but not 
impossible to help these older students. 
And, if you doubt the benefits of a 
secondary remedial program just join us 
any June on Wil Lou Gray Opportunity 
School Graduation Day to see the smiling 
tangible results. 



... 

.. 

.. 

MEMO 

To: Parents 
From: A Child 

1. Don't spoil me. I know quite well that I ought not to have all I ask for - I'm only testing you. 

2. Don't be afraid to be firm with me. I prefer it, it makes me feel secure. 

3 . Don't let me form bad habits. I have to rely on you to detect them in the early stages. 

4. Don't make me feel smaller than I am. It only makes me behave stupidly "big" . 

5. Don't correct me in front of people if you can help it. I'll take much more notice if you talk quietly 
with me in private. 

6. Don't make me feel that my mistakes are sins. It upsets my sense of values. 

7. Don't protect me from consequences. I need to learn the painful way sometimes. 

8. Don't be too upset when I say "I hate you." Sometimes it isn't you I hate but your power to 
thwart me. 

9. Don't take too much notice of my small ailments. Sometimes they get me the attention I need. 

10. Don't nag. If you do, I shall have to protect myself by appearing deaf. 

11. Don't forget that I cannot explain myself as well as I should like. That is why I am not always 
accurate. 

12. Don't put me off when I ask questions. If you do, you will find that I stop asking and seek my 
information elsewhere. 

13. Don't be inconsistent. That completely confuses me and makes me lose faith in you. 

14. Don't tell me my fears are silly. They are terribly real and you can do much to reassure me if you try 
to understand. 

15. Don't ever suggest that you are perfect or infallible. It gives me too great a shock when I discover 
that you are neither. 

16. Don't ever think that it is beneath your dignity to apologize to me. An honest apology makes me feel 
surprisingly warm towards you. 

17. Don't forget I love experimenting. I couldn't get along without it, so please put up with it. 

18. Don't forget how quickly I am growing up. It must be very difficult for you to keep pace with me, 
but please do try. 

19. Don't forget that I don't thrive without lots of love and understanding, but I don't need to tell you, do 
I? 

20. Please keep yourself fit and healthy. I need you. 

Source: Unknown 
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