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There are many pieces to the puzzle in our educational structure and the center-piece is 

the child. All outside pieces form to surround and support the center, fulfilling one 

purpose: best practice for the young child/student. As a former Elementary Principal, I 

was surprised to learn how much I relied on my early childhood background in making 

critical decisions. I realize now more than ever the importance my background in early 

childhood education afforded me in my role.  Dr. Arnold Gesell wrote a century ago, “The 

educational ladder of the American public school system is a tall one and a stout one, but 

it does not reach the ground.”1 One hundred years later, we are still grappling with the 

same issues, as many educational leaders still do not have adequate understanding of the 

importance of early childhood education. I remember the pressures of budgets, class 

sizes, curriculum changes, as well as the complexity of mentoring instructors and parents. 

I gained much clarity by understanding what early childhood education is, what the 

research reveals, and how attending to the young learner positively affects each child, 

classroom, and school community at large.  

In my experience training educators for the Gesell Institute, I am often approached by 

principals and teachers alike, who request guidance of various structures that can be put 

in place to correlate the principal/teacher/parent dynamic. One such instance involved 

placement considerations for an incoming Kindergartener. Having walked in the 

principal’s shoes, I was able to help her understand the basics of what “readiness” meant 

for their program, and how to best communicate this to the parents with the teacher. 

Principals have a challenging job, especially when communicating with parents; being 

informed about all levels of growth of their students can be transformative.  

                                                
1 Gesell Institute of Child Development. (2017). Elements of Teaching. Available at 
http://www.gesellinstitute.org/the-elements-of-teaching/ 
 



In line with our mission, the Gesell Institute of Child Development desires to come 

alongside not only those who work with our youngest learners, but also their leaders. Our 

hope is that this information will help to guide educational decisions and practices to 

benefit all early learners. In light of my experiences, I have compiled a list of what I believe 

teachers of young children want their leaders to know. I have walked both paths, and 

know that being informed and having open communication is the best scenario; for the 

principal, for the teacher, and for the children. 

 

Top Five: 

Kids grow along the same path, at very unique paces - ages and stages  

The period of life described as early childhood is defined as birth through age eight. Often 

it is assumed that once a child enters the primary school program (usually at 

Kindergarten), they are prepared for a different kind of school environment than what we 

traditionally view as “preschool.” Nothing could be farther from the truth.  

Young children develop rapidly; in fact, according to Gesell's maturational theory, they 

develop in six-month stages from ages two to six, and then move into full year stages of 

development from seven to nine. During these stages the whole child is consistently 

developing and changing in all domains, building upon past growth; including cognitive, 

physical, linguistic, and social-emotional development. When we ask a child to perform 

beyond their developmental capabilities, the result can cause frustration and often 

behavioral issues. For example, at developmental age 4½ children begin to cognitively 

relate written symbols (letters and numbers) with their name/meaning. It is not until 

developmental 5½ that they have the cognitive function to understand letter sounds and 

combine them to produce words. If we ask a developmental 4½ or 5-year-old to read 

phonetically (a regular Kindergarten expectation) we are asking for function beyond their 

developmental ability. 

Some children will figure out how to perform beyond their stage; but there are 

consequences to this rush. When we place developmentally inappropriate expectations 

on children, crucial opportunities for growth are missed where they are at; some of which 

cannot be revisited and regained in later years. Essentially, you have to know your kids.2 

If they are sitting still for long periods of time and required to use sophisticated fine motor 

skills, which they are not ready for, they are missing opportunities for other areas of 

growth, particularly related to brain growth. When young children are moving, 

                                                
2 Gesell Institute of Child Development. (2017). Elements of Teaching. Available at 
http://www.gesellinstitute.org/the-elements-of-teaching/ 
 



interacting, playing, and building relationships they are constructing the foundation 

needed for all future learning. 

Today’s Kindergarten classrooms typically have a wide array of developmental ages, from 

3 to 6 (that is 7 stages of development!)3, even though most schools have entry dates based 

on chronological age. Every child develops at their own pace, keeping in mind family and 

environmental factors which can impact this rate of development as well. This creates 

discussion and many questions regarding differentiation and classroom organization, but 

overall tells us that our youngest learners need a learning environment that allows for 

play, movement, many types of interactions, strong relationships, and hands-on 

activities. Recognizing that early childhood includes our primary school students, and 

learning more about the stages of development during this time, is the first step in 

building better relationships between principals, teachers, parents, and students.  

 

Relationships and play greatly impact brain growth 

There is groundbreaking current research on brain development that not only affirms 

what we already know regarding early development, but also offers us more detail as to 

how and when certain growth and development occurs.  These scientific advances give 

us evidence that a child’s brain is growing at the most rapid rate and important ways, 

during the first five years of life and beyond, making this a critical time for building a 

foundation for future learning, health, and success.4 Harvard’s Center on the Developing 

Child states that “The early years are the most active period for establishing neural 

connections, but new connections can form throughout life and unused connections 

continue to be pruned. More importantly, the connections that form early provide either 

a strong or weak foundation for the connections that form later.” 5  

Further, we know that certain areas of the brain are responsible for specific functions, 

and researchers and policymakers alike agree that the prefrontal cortex responsible for 

executive function skills best predict academic and lifelong success.6 Executive function 

skills include self-regulation, working memory, and cognitive flexibility. Children are 

                                                
3 Gesell Institute of Child Development. (2011). Gesell Developmental Observation-Revised 
Examiner’s Manual  
 
4 Gruendel J., (2015). When Brain Science Meets Public Policy:  Strategies for Building 
Executive Function Skills in the Early Years. Institute for Child Success. 
 
5 Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University. (2017). Brain Architecture. Available at 
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/brain-architecture/ 
 
6 Gesell Institute of Child Development. (2016). Brain Growth. Available at 
http://www.gesellinstitute.org/neuroscience/ 
 

http://www.gesellinstitute.org/neuroscience/


not born with these skills, instead they are developed over time through relationships 

and their environment.7  The window for the greatest potential growth in this area is 

ages three through five.  

“Adults can facilitate the development of a child’s executive function skills by 

establishing routines, modeling social behavior, and creating and maintaining 

supportive, reliable relationships. It is also important for children to exercise 

their developing skills through activities that foster creative play and social 

connection, teach them how to cope with stress, involve vigorous exercise, and 

over time, provide opportunities for directing their own actions with decreasing 

adult supervision.”8  

In a recent publication, Zero to Three echoes this concept urging practitioners working 

with young children to engage the child by “narrating the child’s ongoing experience of 

discovery and problem solving” as well as “engaging them in imitative play”.9  Further 

research studies by economist and Nobel Prize winner James Heckman show that there 

is a significant return on investment when high-quality zero-to-five programs are 

implemented.10 Economists and researchers across the country are realizing quickly that 

investment in the right kind of programs and environments during the early years would 

change lives and our economy for the better. 

We know now more than ever the value the right experiences and interactions have on 

the developing child and their developing brain. We need to make sure our programs and 

classrooms are providing what our young learners need. Providing secure relationships, 

opportunities for rich interactions and problem solving through play, and modeling 

creative language should be integral components in kindergarten through third grade 

classrooms. 

 

 

 

                                                
7 Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University. (2017). Executive Function. Available at 
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/ 
 
8 Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University. (2017). Executive Function. Available at 
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/ 
 
9 Thompson R., (2016). What More Has Been Learned? The Science of Early Childhood 
Development 15 Years After Neurons to Neighborhoods. Zero To Three.  
 
10 Brown E., (Dec. 12, 2016). A Nobel Prize winner says public preschool programs should start 
at birth. Washington Post.  

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/


Brains grow when bodies move          

Simple observation lets us know that young children need to move. They naturally need 

to move, especially in ways that involve gross motor skills and include the outdoors. 

Children also need to move for extended periods of time and in a variety of ways. This is 

necessary for physical growth, vestibular growth, visual growth, and cognitive growth.11 

Physical growth we think of naturally, but the latter three may not be as obvious. Dr. 

Gesell’s research detailed the importance of physical movement at specific developmental 

stages, and this is now confirmed with more current brain research.  

Brain-based learning expert Eric Jensen wrote “brain research confirms that physical 

activity can actually enhance the learning process” and describes six good reasons to have 

students move more to learn more:  circulation, episodic encoding, a break from learning, 

system maturation, good chemicals, avoiding negatives of too much sitting.12  We also can 

add “involves vigorous exercise” to the list of necessary functions for developing executive 

function skills.13 Playing outdoors and physical activity promotes physical health, critical 

thinking, problem solving, risk assessment, conflict resolution, creativity and 

cooperation.  

When we expect our young learners to sit still for long periods of time, especially when 

direct instruction is the primary method, we are denying them the necessary resources 

for overall growth.  In other words, expecting young children to learn in a sedentary 

environment, which prevents their brain from growing to its full potential can lead to 

behavioral problems and interrupt their pursuit of academic success. 

 

Developmentally appropriate curriculum and PLAY produce stronger 

learners and better scores   

Deborah J. Leong and Elena Bodrova are researchers and child experts who have 

conducted studies on the long-term effects of play-based learning. Their studies have 

shown higher standardized test scores from children in classrooms with their Vygotskian 

play-based approach versus a traditional classroom.      

 

                                                
11 Gesell Institute of Child Development. (2011). Gesell Developmental Observation-Revised 
Examiner’s Manual 

 
12 Jensen E., (Nov. 2000). Moving With the Brain In Mind. Educational Leadership. 
 
13 Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University. (2017). Executive Function. Available at 
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/ 
 

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/


Statistically significant increases included:      

• Improvement in letter recognition; 

• Better sound-to-symbol correspondence; 

• Better comprehension of pattern in a text; 

• Better understanding of the symbolic function of a printed word; and 

• Better separation of a printed word into its component letters. 

This research suggests that the innovative teaching techniques used in the project 

classrooms produced gains in children’s early literacy development beyond what was 

accomplished by the teachers in non-project classrooms.”14 Pushing content in 

developmentally inappropriate environments has proven to produce struggling students, 

lack of progress, frustrated instructors, and more frequent referrals. This play-based 

classroom approach is one research-based example of investment in the “best” practices 

of learning that produce better results in the long run. Not just in increased standardized 

test scores, but in overall success in student productivity, love of learning, and 

development of self-regulation skills. Leong states the following regarding their methods: 

“Teaching children to play has to be as intentional and systematic as teaching literacy or 

math and at the same time must take a form very different from adult-initiated practices 

often used to teach these content-related skills.”15 We can make these important and life-

changing practices in our educational system by simply putting this research into practice. 

This allows the teacher to adapt curriculum more efficiently for each child and even 

classrooms, thus creating stronger and more effective learning environments.   Play based 

curriculum produces a pattern of learning instead of just acquisition of knowledge. What 

we’ve discovered is conventional testing and checklists often used in the primary grades 

produce only specific or limited information. Children can acquire facts and information 

to pass a “test” but the greater goal is to discover what a child has learned, what they have 

internalized so as to apply and progress into more complex knowledge. When schools use 

a developmental assessment tool (such as the Gesell Developmental Observation-

Revised), they discover how the child acquires knowledge.16  

                                                
14Leong D., Bedrova E. (Jan. 2001). Tools of the Mind: A Case Study of Implementing the 

Vygotskian Approach in American Early Childhood and Primary Classrooms. International 

Bureau of Education. 

15 Leong D., Bedrova E., (Jan. 2012). Assessing and Scaffolding Make-Believe Play. Young 
Children. 
16 Gesell Institute of Child Development. (2016). Assessment and Young Children:  What’s 
Really Important. Available at http://www.gesellinstitute.org/choosing-the-right-assessment-
tool/ 
 

http://www.gesellinstitute.org/choosing-the-right-assessment-tool/
http://www.gesellinstitute.org/choosing-the-right-assessment-tool/


Parents are advocates for their children, and a team approach is best  

Parents and educators often have the same goals but can have very different views of how 

to achieve those goals. Mutual respect and trust is a necessity between administrators, 

teachers, and parents. Each play a role in the complex endeavor of growing a child, and 

must be appreciated for their part in the journey. The roles are defined, and yet at times 

convoluted. As educational professionals, it is imperative that the principal and teacher 

are on the same page, exchanging valuable information based on the student’s best 

interest. The Gesell Institute offers guidelines for communication regarding our 

developmental assessment/screener to those we train including:  offering parents insight 

and education into their child’s overall developmental growth, sharing current research, 

informing them of educational practices and rationale, informing them of their child’s 

ever-changing capabilities, describing the teacher/child relationship including the desire 

for what’s best, and at times:  renew the lens in which the child is seen.17 This, then creates  

a rapport and “team” based philosophy which establishes shared common goals and 

understandings. When principals and teachers’ goals are aligned, parent communication 

is much more successful and the best interests of the child are served. 

Our mission is that the information shared here, and our additional resources, lead to a 

greater understanding of the immense importance early childhood education has relating 

to future academic success as well as life success for our children. The overwhelming 

research available tells us if we take action now, changing how we assess and teach, all 

children will benefit as well as our greater society. Take a moment to look into how young 

children grow through stages of development, what the current brain research tells us 

about the importance of play and interactions, the role physical movement plays in 

development and learning, how our curriculum and environment could produce stronger 

learners, and how communication and understanding could change the course for many 

children. Also, the next time you have a Kindergarten student in your presence with 

behavioral issues, remind yourself that a developmental four to four-and-a-half-year-old 

really can’t sit still, needs to move, needs to play and interact, and does not yet have fine 

motor skills that allow them to write on lines. If we don’t give them those opportunities, 

they are missing out on brain growth, and overall development they desperately need. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
17 Gesell Institute of Child Development, (2011). Gesell Developmental Observation-Revised 
Examiner’s Manual  
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