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Good afternoon, Madam Chairwoman and Members of the Education Committee.

Thank you for the opportunity to share with you my experiences concerning social promotion.  I would like to take you back to the early years of my career and use my past as a way to shine a light on the present danger caused by the latest city proposal.

The biggest concern to keep in mind is that this is not a third grade issue. This is an early childhood issue. We must face the problems when they begin, not when it is too late.

I thought I learned my lessons well in developmental psychology, but apparently I’m wrong. That, at least, is the conclusion I must draw based on the recent decision by corporate America to re-institute a retention policy for third graders in New York City. Although my master’s degree is in preschool special education, my wise professors at Hunter College made certain that I mastered normal child development before I studied children with special needs.


Of course, I also had the experience of having taught first grade to students who spoke little English or who had never seen the inside of a nursery or kindergarten class. In order to protect their children from life on the street, most of the parents did not allow their children outside to play. So television, when it was available, was the only primary source of education for these impressionable children.


The Board of Education gave me curriculum guides in every possible subject but it didn’t take me long to realize my children, with the possible exception of two children left behind, couldn’t succeed at the tasks required of them. They hadn’t reached any of the developmental milestones six-year-olds are supposed to have achieved. All were lacking in the basics: Motor skills, receptive and expressive language skills, and social skills.

In addition, I needed to help broaden their life experiences to develop a foundation upon which to build.


To accomplish this, I combined a first-grade curriculum with a kindergarten readiness program until, with one exception, everyone was writing, recognizing words, reading simple sentences, and communicating in English. My two students who had been left back were way ahead at the beginning of the term and through the winter. But to my amazement, in early spring, almost everyone had caught up with them, and some had moved ahead.


So what’s the lesson here? I’ll tell you: The answer is not to hold children back. The answer is to better prepare our youngest children so they can meet the demands of an elementary school curriculum. To do that, I am calling for universal pre-kindergarten for all children ages 3 and up to provide our youngest school children with the educational, social and physical care they need. If we are going to compare all these children later on in their school years – and hold them back for “failing” – we need to even the learning field. We have to stop punishing the victims for social problems we have not, or cannot, address. We must stop punishing our children because some parents don’t speak English, are poor, are uneducated, and, in some cases, are irresponsible. We must stop punishing families who are simply using all their energy to survive.

Today’s children are no different than the little ones I taught. Some have developed readiness skills because they attended preschools or day care centers, or they have family who had the time and skill to focus on child rearing. Other less fortunate children were reared by the television.


Some have been read to; others are lucky to have an adult taking care of their basic needs. Some live in a world filled with museums and plays and puppet shows; others learn that curse words are a part of everyday speech.


Some of our children live in the land of plenty. Many of our children are malnourished, children of alcoholics and drug addicts, residents of homeless shelters or overcrowded, decrepit apartments. 


Some of our children live in a world where language is an expressive tool; too many of them do not know the simple nursery rhymes or fanciful fairy tales that serve an extraordinary development purpose. 


Some of our children have traveled the world, have sailed on oceans, have climbed mountains, and have gazed at the sky across a corn field; others have never been to a beach or to one of the city’s great parks.


Yet, each of these little ones is expected to attain academic and social milestones within the same time frame as his or her peers. And if he or she doesn’t, well, let’s humiliate the child and leave him or her behind.


Of course I want these children to succeed. But leaving them behind is like closing the proverbial barn door. It’s too late.


Yet, we offer parents who cannot afford private nursery school few opportunities for their children. Yes, we do have “universal pre-K” for some four-year olds offered through Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver’s LADDER program. Other children attend our city-funded day care/early childhood centers. But space in those programs is sorely lacking. One conservative estimate says more than 30,000 children are waiting for slots in those programs. How will those children get the developmental skills and experiences so necessary for future academic, intellectual and social success?


Here’s what our children need:

· We must lobby Albany to begin a complete overhaul of our existing system of day care/early childhood education. The State Education Department (SED) must have oversight over these programs, not the New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS).

· We must staff our early childhood classes with licensed professionals who thoroughly understand the intellectual, social and physical developmental needs of young children. 


· We must have licensed supervisors with expertise in early childhood to watch over the delivery of early childhood education as well as to help city and state institutions deliver similar services.

· We must pay these professionals appropriately and stop treating them as if they are baby sitters.

· We must implement child study teams to identify academically needy youngsters.

· We must assess their specific needs and design a plan to address the deficits.

· We must teach parenting skills to those who need it most. To that end, we should work with area hospitals and community-based organizations to develop and implement meaningful parenting instruction.

· We need to address the issue of longer school days and longer school years for our children. There is much to learn and, for some, too little time in which to learn it all. 

As for the third-grade retention policy that Mayor Bloomberg recently implemented, I challenge him to find any research that proves it works. I leave it to the others testifying to pour over the details of the voluminous studies that show the ills of stopping social promotion. Many of those studies, in fact, are based on the "Gates" program implemented right here in the city during the 70's. Now, I don’t question a few children may benefit, but the majority will suffer; some will develop life-long scars.


Since research does not support retention, who does benefit from its implementation? Well, the Mayor and the Chancellor will publicize fourth grade scores next year. (What a coincidence – it’s an election year!) The non-achievers, left back in third grade, won’t bring down the scores of the fourth graders. That will look good for the powers-that-be. And the following year, researchers tell us, we will see a temporary boost in the scores of the holdovers, which will look even better.


But that increase, research says, will eventually fade. And so will the demand for holding kids back. This is a fad, my friends. We’ve seen it time and time again. And we educators, who are down in the trenches, will continue to shout up at the well-meaning but arrogant policy-makers, “It doesn’t work!”

Thank you again for offering me the opportunity to provide you with testimony on this important subject.

