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Comparing Preschool
Philosophies: Play-Based vs.
Academic

By Laura Lewis Brown

Picking a preschool should be sasy, but with so many different terms and
philosophies, it can be overwheiming. With a little research, you can make the right
choice for your child’s first formal educational experience and set the stage for a
fifatime of learning.

Factors to Consider

Beyond school philosophy and classroom methods, parents should consider many
other aspects of a given school, including cost, location, schedule, accreditation,
teacher credentials, safety, discipline, and most importantly the specific child's
needs, such as how he does in social situations or even whether he needs a nap. Be
open-minded as your child explores the different schools during visits and let him
give you clues as to what works for him. Learn more about other factors to consider
when choosing a preschool.
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Choosing by Philosophy

When you enter the preschool search, you will want to consider what you value in
your child's early education. Do you want a lot of free play or more structured
activities? Do you want the teacher to direct the day or for your child to choose
activities based on her interests? Are you interested in language immersion or a
focus on music or the arts? Or maybe you want a little of everything? There may be a
school that fits your child exactly, but you might have to pick and choose among
your priorities. “"Choosing what's right for vour child really is not as prescriptive as it
could be,” cautions Dr. Robert Pianta, dean of the Curry School of Education at the
University of Virginia. “There’'s some sense that for a more rambunctious child,
Montessori could be harder, but on the other hand there are plenty of examples of
kids who do better because it's quiet and they settle down more easily.”

In general, a preschool will describe itself as either play-based or academic. Within
those philosophies are several mare specific approaches, such as Montessori and

Coaoperative. Understanding the different terms will help you find the program that
suits your child’s needs, since many of the approaches tend to overtap.

Play-Based

In a play-based program, children choose activities based on thelr current interests,
The term “play-based” is often interchanged with “child-centered,” which could be
used to describe the majority of available preschool programs. The play-based
classroom is broken up into sections, such as a home or kitchen, science area, water
table, reading nook, space with blocks and other toys, or other areas. Teachers
encourage the kids to play, facilitating social skills along the way. “Even though it
seems like they are just playing, they are learning valuable skills, including important
social skills and cooperation with others, learning about signs (as most items are
labeled), and early math,” says Jenifer Wana, author of "How to Choose the Best
Preschaool for Your Child.”

Academic

Alternatively, there are academic programs, considered didactic, "teacher-directed,”
"teacher-managed.” In these classrooms, teachers lead the children in a more
structured way, planning the activities, then guiding the children in doing them. This
design is aimed at preparing kids for the kindergarten setting. For the most part,
classroom time is devoted to learning letters and sounds, distinguishing shapes and
colors, telling time, and other skills.

Although parents may take comfort in knowing their child is in a more academic
setting, some say this only makes a difference in the short term. “A lot of people put
children in Montessori, for example, because they want them to learn academics
early. Research shows that's true only up to a certain point,” Wana says. "Preschool
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is time to learn social and emotional skills so you are ready to learn those academic
skills later on.”

If you woerry that a play-based classroom is too chaotic and your child would not
thrive in it, you can easily find a more structured setting. The important thing to
remember is that preschool should not look like elementary school. “It should be
organized so there is a plan and routine for the day. But at the same time, it should
not be regimented in the sense that kids are spending five minutes at this, ten
minutes at this, with no exception,” Pianta says. "It shouldn’t look like a fourth-grade
classroom.”

Whether you opt for a play-based or more academic setting, you are choosing to
prepare your child for kindergarten and later schooling. While pilay-based
approaches may work for most types of children, any quality preschoal program can
set the foundation for the transition to kindergarten and beyond. What matters is
that your child is learning from adults who engage and stimulate intellectual
curiosity while imparting social skills. "Most kindergarten teachers will tell you what
they really value is the opportunity to teach kids when they show up at school
prepared and ready to tearn. It's not so much that teachers value that the
kindergartner can read or write. They value that the children enjoy learning, have a
set of experiences that got them used to a classroom setting, and know how to
engage adults and kids in another setting,” Pianta says. Do some research, and you
can feel confident that you are choosing a preschoal that works for your child.

[.earn about Montessori, Waldorf, Reggio Emilia and other preschool philosophies.

Laura Lewis Brown caught the writing bug as soon as she could hald a pen. For
saveral years, she wrote a naticnal online column on refationships, and she now
teaches writing as an adjunct professor. She lives in Baltimore with her
hushand and three young children, who give her a lot of material for her blog,
EarlyMorningMom.com.
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