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Coming soon: 

Transforming the 
Financing of Early 
Childhood Education

Seeking the next class of 

fellows! 

ISO talented mid-career 

professionals in the science of early 

learning, policy, journalism, 

entertainment, or social 

entrepreneurship.

Deadline: February 15, 2020

learningsciencesexchange.org

At New America

https://www.newame
rica.org/education-
policy/collections/ide
al-learning-
environment

or

https://bit.ly/30pkyGZ
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https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/collections/ideal-learning-environment/
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Weekly 
newsletters

https://www.newamerica.org/subscribe/

Newamerica.org/subscribe

On Social media

Twitter: 
@NewAmericaEd 

LinkedIn:

New America

Education Policy

Topics we’ll cover today

● What contributes to children’s growth in executive 

functioning skills

● What contributes to children’s growth in oral language 

development

● Teaching strategies for promoting these skills in early 

childhood classrooms
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https://www.newamerica.org/subscribe/
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Go to 
ScientificAmerican.com

The October 2019 issue

$6.99 to download PDF

Executive Function
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● working memory (being able to hold an idea in 
one’s head and recall it a short time later)

● the ability to control impulses and emotions, 

● and the flexibility to shift attention between 
tasks.

What about self regulation?

Self regulation is an overarching construct that  
includes executive functioning skills as well 
as being able to reflect on experience, sustain 
interactions with peers, and more. 

-Blair and Raver, “School Readiness and Self-Regulation: A Developmental
Psychobiological Approach,” Annual Review of Psychology, 2015

See this 
infographic 
and more at 
www.
developing

child.
harvard.
edu
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Reducing stress

Reducing stress

Chicago School Readiness Project (CSRP)

● Head Start classrooms in the early 2000s
● Treatment vs. control group 
○ Teachers trained on reducing stress in classroom
○ Stress reduction for teachers themselves
○ Consultants in classroom to help children with 

challenging behaviors
● By spring of that year: Significant impact on 

behavior, improved EF

Providing choice & autonomy
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Montessori methods
Not groups of 
children sitting on a 
rug facing the 
teacher.

Daily 3-hour 
uninterrupted 
“work time” for 
children.

Photo taken at Breakthrough Montessori Public Charter School. Photographer, Katie Jett Walls

The story of the 
little girl and the 
pomegranate

Flickr photo by Shai Barzilay shared under CC-BY NC-2.0 License

HighScope methods
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Tools of the Mind methods

Photo from PS 182 in Washington Heights, NYC by  Children’s Aid

Self-regulation 
games

Based on research by 
Megan McClelland of 
Oregon State and 
Sarah Schmitt of 
Purdue

“When information is too complex and 
environments are too stressful, executive 
functions shut down; when information is
too simple and environments are 
uninteresting, executive functions are not 
called on.”

-Blair and Raver, “School Readiness and Self-Regulation: 
A Developmental Psychobiological Approach,” Annual 
Review of Psychology, 2015
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Oral Language Skills

● expressing words (not just hearing or reading 
them) 

● knowing and using increasingly mature and 
sophisticated vocabulary words

● And using them in meaningful conversations 
that involve increasingly complex sentences.

The impact of conversation

Photo courtesy of 

Allison 

Shelley/The 

Verbatim Agency 

for American 

Education: Images 

of Teachers and 

Students in 

Action. 
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Early 
studies 
show us the 
benefit of 
dialogic 
reading...

...and how 
much 
adults’ 
speech and 
ways of 
talking can 
help 
children...

“We find greater 
syntactic growth over a 
year of preschool in 
classes where teachers' 
speech is more 
syntactically complex.”
- Huttenlocher et al, 

2002

...even in 
math and 
science.

Flickr photo by Laurie Sullivan used under CC BY license.
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Conversation supported by classroom 
management

Using planning and pretend play

Photo from PS 182 in Washington Heights, NYC by  Children’s Aid

Evidence of positive impact 
on children’s learning
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Links to academic outcomes

Links to academic outcomes

Links to academic outcomes
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Links to positive outcomes in 
adulthood... and even to the next 
generation

Without good EF and oral language...

• When the adults in children’s lives are elevating their 
stress instead of decreasing it, it is difficult for children to 
develop these skills, and

• When children’s daily routines include few opportunities 
for autonomy, for planning and executing on plans, for 
practicing control, and for having conversations, it is 
difficult for children to develop EF and oral language 
skills.

Without these skills, children struggle in school and in 
relationships—and in life.

Teaching Strategies
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Environment: Lessons from CSRP

● Teachers were provided with extensive professional 

development designed to help them improve their 

classroom behavioral management.

● Mental health consultants came to the classroom weekly 

to guide teachers and help with particularly challenging 

behaviors.

Lessons from HighScope

“Look for children articulating plans, following 

through, and recalling what they want do, what 

materials they will use, how they will use those 

materials and who they want to play with during child-

initiated times of the day.”
- Shannon Lockhart, associate director of the early childhood group at the HighScope 

Educational Research Foundation.

Lessons 
from 
Montessori

Photo by Katie Jett Wells, Breakthrough Montessori, 
Washington, DC
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More ideas

● Don’t go it alone. Teachers need support, such as mental 

health consultants.

● Set up opportunities for children to talk about what they 

are doing during dramatic play.

● Learn from “Plan. Do. Review.”

● Play games! The Freeze game. Simon Says. Red Light, 

Purple Light.

For the future

A study to watch for

An IES-funded study 
comparing high-fidelity 
Montessori  to non-Montessori 
public preschool in 6 racially 
and socioeconomically diverse 
districts.
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A study to watch for

Clancy Blair and colleagues 
studying Tools of the Mind in 
Sunset Park / Brooklyn as part 
of a health/community 
intervention.

Research Questions for the Future

● What are all the ways that these activities could be 

integrated into the teaching of an academic concept or set 

of practices (in ELA, math, science, social studies)?

● Are there differences across subject-specific domains?

● What curricula for domain-specific skills should be used 

alongside or integrated with these methods?

Policy Questions

● Do early educators have enough support in their schools 

and communities to help children build these skills?

● What do they need that they are not getting?

● Are today’s kindergarten readiness assessments providing 

enough information on EF and oral language 

development?
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Resources and Trainings

Ideal Learning Principles

Trustforlearning.org

Full disclosure: Trust for 
Learning is one of the more 
than dozen funders of the 
Education Policy Program at 
New America.

Oregon State 
online course
https://workspace.oregonstate.e
du/course/red-light-purple-light-
a-self-regulation-intervention-
program

Credential

Upon completion of this 

course, you will receive a 

certificate for 6 hours of 

professional development 

training from Oregon State 

University.
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https://workspace.oregonstate.edu/course/red-light-purple-light-a-self-regulation-intervention-program
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Professional 
development from 
the National 
Center for 
Montessori in the 
Public Sector

www.public-

montessori.org/continuing-

education/
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https://www.public-montessori.org/continuing-education/
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Thank You

Lisa Guernsey
@LisaGuernsey

New America’s Ed 
Policy Program
@NewAmericaEd
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