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Critical Issues in 
Early Childhood 

Education
N a n c y  B .  H e r t z o g

Definitions

What Is Early Childhood Education?
Early childhood education generally focuses on children ages 3–8. 

However, early childhood programs exist that serve children starting at birth. 
Many features of early childhood education are distinguished from other edu-
cational contexts that will occur in a child’s lifetime. Most notably, prior to 
children entering kindergarten, they may attend a variety of schooling environ-
ments including home day care, center-based day care, public programs such as 
Head Start, or private preschools. !e quality and resources of those programs 
di"er greatly, as do the professional expertise of the teachers in the varied class-
rooms or early childhood settings. In most states, early childhood educators 
outside of public schools do not need a bachelor’s degree to teach. !e #eld 
of early childhood education is fraught with some of the lowest salaries in the 
nation, another discouragement for young college students who aspire to be 
early childhood educators. Yet, what we do know about early childhood edu-
cation is that it lays the foundation for all future endeavors of young children. 
An enormous amount of research links early childhood behaviors and early 
childhood environments to later academic success in school. Policy makers 
have discovered that early childhood education is an investment in the coun-
try’s future. Researchers have found that for each dollar spent on preschool, 
between $4–$8 is saved in later social service costs to society (Barnett, 2007; 
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Karoly & Bigelow, 2005). !ese factors must be kept in mind when examining 
critical issues of early childhood gifted education. 

What We Know About Intelligence
Almost any discussion of giftedness begins with the assumption that 

gifted children have scored high on a measure of intelligence. Psychologists 
in the #eld of gifted education have embraced the use of intelligence testing 
and de#ned giftedness relative to an IQ score since the Terman studies in the 
1920s. But today, new #elds, advanced technology, and research inform our 
knowledge about intelligence. We know that not only are there several theories 
that demonstrate multiple dimensions of intelligence or multiple intelligences 
(Gagné, 2010, Gardner, 1993; Sternberg, 1985), but also that intelligence is 
malleable (Dweck, 1999). For example, brain scans actually show di"erences in 
structure between musicians and nonmusicians, demonstrating that our brains 
are not static organs, but rather adapt to the skills that are learned and prac-
ticed (Gaser & Schlaug, 2003). !us, a young child’s capacity to learn is not 
known in preschool. All children can become more intelligent (grow new brain 
connections) with practice and exposure to new skills. 

Understanding that intelligence is not a static characteristic, educators in 
the #eld of gifted education are embracing a talent development model across 
the lifespan (Horowitz, Subotnik, & Matthews, 2009). According to Horowitz 
et al. (2009), 

!e evidence is that there is no accurate prediction across the life span 
as to who will be gifted or talented; there is no evidence that once a 
person is identi#ed as gifted or talented such a status will necessarily 
endure. In theory, from a dynamical systems perspective, there is no 
reason to expect early identi#cations of gifted and talented behavior to 
be necessarily predictive over the long term. (p. 7)

What we do know is that prior experience matters in developing knowl-
edge, skills, and dispositions. Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Worrell 
(2011) provided a thorough discussion of the psychological science that sup-
ports the developmental view of giftedness. !ey argued, 

Further, giftedness can be viewed as developmental in that in the 
beginning stages, potential is the key variable; in later stages, achieve-
ment is the measure of giftedness; and in fully developed talents, emi-
nence is the basis on which this label is granted. Psychosocial variables 
play an essential role in the manifestation of giftedness at every devel-
opmental stage. Both cognitive and psychosocial variables are mallea-
ble and need to be deliberately cultivated. (p. 3)
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!is information emphasizes the need to nurture potential in early child-
hood and provide opportunities and experiences that allow children to develop 
their strengths and talents. 

Although the Talent Development Mega-Model (Subotnik et al., 2011) 
has been criticized for its end goal of eminence (Borland, 2012), the princi-
ples provide a clear path for early childhood talent development. It is a path 
that begins by nurturing potential, and it is one that assumes that all children 
can develop abilities—they need opportunities and education to grow their 
strength areas. Whether or not they become eminent in a #eld may be depen-
dent on more than individual behaviors, but their high IQ will not determine 
it at a young age, nor their label as gifted in elementary school. !e purpose 
of expounding on theories of developmental trajectories is to demonstrate 
again that with young children, it is paramount that they have opportunities to 
develop their skills and expertise—their potential is unrealized.

What We Know About Early Environmental In!uences: 
Poverty’s In!uence on Learning Opportunities

Access to gifted programs has been undeniably inequitable in the United 
States. Looking at the 1991 National Education Longitudinal Study of eighth-
grade programs for gifted students by the U.S. Department of Education, 
Borland (2003) cited, 

Data from this study indicate that students whose families’ socioeco-
nomic status places them in the top quartile of the population are 
about #ve times more likely to be in programs for gifted students than 
are students from families in the bottom quartile. (p. 116) 

Reasons given for these inequities generally include ways in which stu-
dents are identi#ed, teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about stereotypes of gifted 
children, lower expectations of children from low-income backgrounds or dual 
language learners, and students’ prior experiences, including family and home 
life. Discrepancies in children’s prior experiences have a profound impact on 
their schooling. 

Young gifted children tend to come from relatively advantaged homes 
(Gottfried, Gottfried, Bathurst, & Guerin, 1994). Robinson (2008) noted 
these advantages included time with their parents in preliteracy activities such 
as reading and making up songs and rhymes, as well as enriching experiences 
such as vacations and visits to museums, parks, and theaters.

!e focus of the O$ce of Head Start is to address vast di"erences between 
experiences of children coming from low-income homes as compared to their 
peers who start school with greater academic readiness because they come 
from higher income homes. !e concept of children “at risk” refers to dissim-
ilar odds for school success because of their early learning experiences. Much 
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research has focused speci#cally on how home environments di"er and what 
interventions can be implemented to provide all children with the same odds 
for succeeding (and perhaps having access to gifted programs) in school.

!e bodies of knowledge in the areas of school readiness, and in particular 
language and literacy acquisition, greatly inform our work with young children. 
Although too comprehensive to address with thoroughness in this chapter, the 
essential #ndings are summarized because they have implications for practice.

Vocabulary development is one of the key factors in the achievement gap 
between high- and low-income students. Research has shown that children 
from low-income homes hear an average of 8 million fewer words per year 
than those from wealthier families. !at’s more than 30 million fewer words by 
the time the child turns 4 (Hart & Risley, 2003). In addition to the amount of 
words spoken, vocabulary growth and style of interaction were well established 
by age 3 and clearly suggested widening gaps to come (Hart & Risley, 2003). 
Left without intervention, the children from the low-income homes never 
catch up. Suskind’s (2012) project, called the “30 million word gap,” provided 
intervention to families to increase not only the amount of words spoken in the 
home, but the turn taking between adult and child, engaging the child in con-
versation. Hart and Risley (2003) did not underestimate the power of language 
to predict future outcomes and improve students’ life experiences. !ey stated, 
“Once children become independent and can speak for themselves, they gain 
access to more opportunities for experience. But the amount and diversity of 
children’s past experience in%uences which new opportunities for experience 
they notice and choose” (Hart & Risley, 2003, p. 9).

Many studies of achievement gaps intertwine race and ethnicity with 
income levels, demonstrating that ethnicity does not account for di"erences 
in achievement alone. !e ECLS-K sample of more than 16,000 children and 
families also revealed the close connections between race/ethnicity and social 
class; children who are Black or Hispanic are much more likely to be in the 
lowest SES quintile than White children. Low-SES Black and Hispanic chil-
dren enter kindergarten more than half a standard deviation below the national 
average in math and reading achievement (.68 SD below the mean in math and 
.56 SD below the mean in reading for Black low-SES children; .71 SD below 
the mean in math and .69 SD below the mean in reading for Hispanic low-
SES children), while high-SES White children scored far above the national 
average in math and reading (.70 SD above the mean in math and .64 above 
the mean in reading; Lee & Burkam, 2002, as cited in Espinosa, 2005, p. 837).

According to the National Center for Children in Poverty (Addy, 
Engelhardt, & Skinner, 2013), more than 13 million children in the United 
States live below the poverty level. Of the 24 million under age 6 in the United 
States, 25% or 6 million live in poor families. !e number of Hispanic chil-
dren living in poverty is particularly large. !e National Center for Children 
in Poverty also reported that an overwhelming majority of poor children are of 
Hispanic origin. !is is especially important to understand when we compare 
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achievement gaps between children whose #rst language is English and those 
for whom it is not. !e statistics show that there is an achievement gap. 

Espinosa’s (2008) research and summary of best practices counters myths 
about dual language learning. She insisted that for young children, “the most 
recent evidence suggests that intensive support for the home language during 
the preschool years will help, not hurt, long-term attainment in English” (p. 5). 
!e implications for teaching in early childhood environments are clear from 
this research. Early childhood education should support children’s #rst lan-
guage and introduce children to English. (For the complete list of recommen-
dations for assessing children who are English language learners, see Espinosa, 
2005.) 

!e knowledge we now have about children from low-income homes, as 
well as children who are English language learners, suggests that these children 
are no less gifted or less intelligent or have fewer aspirations to become emi-
nent. !ese children simply need di"erent and varied learning experiences to 
reveal their strengths and talents. In fact, research supports that these children, 
if given the opportunity 

to work in their areas of strength, can acquire new skills and appear 
more competent to themselves and to others. Drawing attention to 
and nurturing at-risk children’s areas of strength o"ers a promising 
alternative to the all too typical characterization of this population as 
de#cient. (Chen, Krechevsky, & Viens, 1998, p. 67)

Curriculum and Instruction 
for Young Children—

What Do We Know?

What Type of Early Childhood Programs Make a Di"erence?
!ere are few early childhood gifted programs in the country, and there-

fore, there is little research in the area of curriculum and instruction for young 
gifted children. Most early childhood programs are therefore inclusive where 
children are not yet identi#ed as gifted. !e research on best practices in early 
childhood education points to the need for high-quality programs and envi-
ronments to meet the needs of diverse learners.

 In a review of the literature about e"ective early childhood curriculum, the 
researchers analyzed characteristics of programs that increased achievement 
of young children (Chambers, Cheung, Slavin, Smith, & Laurenzano, 2010). 
Of the 27 programs that met their criteria for high-quality studies, only six 
showed evidence of e"ectiveness, and #ve had moderate evidence of e"ec-
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tiveness, but not necessarily long-term gains. !e authors noted, “!e pro-
grams focusing on mathematics instruction generally improved mathematics 
achievement; those focusing on literacy and phonological awareness increased 
those skills” (Chambers et al., 2010, p. 37). !ey also reported, “At the same 
time, the Cognitive Developmental approach emphasizes the importance of 
giving children choices and fostering their autonomy and self-regulation, scaf-
folding children’s development by providing the foundational knowledge in an 
interactive, constructivist way” (Chambers et al., 2010, p. 38). 

In the Cognitive Developmental model, “!e teacher strikes a balance 
between on the one hand, standing back and allowing the child to lead the 
way, and, on the other hand, moving forward and providing the stimulation 
and direction that will guide subsequent learning” (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994, 
p. 97). For all early childhood education, not just for gifted education, the edu-
cator’s role is to “present children with challenges that are appropriately con-
founding and to present children with the opportunity to wrestle with these 
challenges in active meaningful ways” (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994, p. 89).

Early childhood learning environments are so important to later positive 
outcomes in life that federal Race to the Top money is being invested in rat-
ing the quality of early childhood programs to pursue additional research in 
this area. Best practice in early childhood curriculum and instruction is cap-
tured through standards set forth for accreditation criteria of the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children, the revised Head Start 
Child Development and Early Learning Framework, as well as many state 
standards for early learning. Consistency exists for measures of high quality, 
which are noted in these elements:

• Understanding broad developmental trends while planning for indi-
vidual development

• Balancing instruction to engage diverse learning styles and address all 
domains

• Creating environments that are safe, stimulating, and welcoming for 
children of all ability levels

• Meeting children’s basic need for sustenance, shelter, clothing, and 
health care

• Encouraging processing and representation in a variety of ways
• Helping children make personal connections and #nd meaning in 

their experiences
• Supporting families with respect for family diversity. ( Jalongo et al., 

2004, as cited in Follari, 2007, p. 17)

!e implication of these practices for early childhood talent development is 
that high-quality early childhood programs include addressing the varied levels 
of development in children, and also meaningful learning experiences across all 
domains. !erefore, young children who have advanced experiences in speci#c 
areas and skills beyond their peers should be challenged in high-quality early 
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learning environments and should not need labels or separate learning envi-
ronments from their age-mates to be challenged. A high-quality early learning 
environment addresses the needs of the whole child, including the social and 
emotional domain of development. How people wrestle with challenges and 
especially how young children demonstrate skills of task persistence, initiative, 
and curiosity has also been studied and has shown to indicate predictions for 
their future. 

What We Know About Approaches to Learning
Denham and Weissberg (2004) discussed the organizational perspective of 

children’s learning in their review of the literature on socioemotional learning. 
!ey stated, 

An important task of early childhood is to move from primarily lower 
brain control (where arousal and desire equal behavior), to the coor-
dination and self-regulation of emotion, cognition, and behavior via 
cortical capacities. Such capacities include maintenance of attention, 
social problem-solving skills, frustration tolerance, and management 
of a"ect, all of which are critical to academic, social, and personal out-
comes. (p. 2)

!eir review con#rmed connections between positive peer relationships 
and later mental health and well-being, as well as better academic performance. 
!e research on social-emotional learning also con#rmed that early childhood 
interventions can mediate outcomes. !is has a direct impact on the #eld of 
gifted education because giftedness is often labeled by observing strengths that 
we now know can be taught. Parents and teachers can help children approach 
learning tasks positively and improve their executive functioning skills.

Five behaviors comprise the category “approaches to learning” in the Head 
Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework: initiative, curios-
ity, persistence, attentiveness, and cooperation. Checklists of these behaviors 
have often been included in identi#cation components of giftedness. Parent 
support and the learning environment are linked strongly to a child’s readi-
ness to learn (Chazan-Cohen et al., 2009). Teachers who integrate intentional 
teaching of approaches to learning within the academic curriculum encourage 
sustained academic success (Fantuzzo, Perry, & McDermott, 2004). Research 
suggests that developing positive approaches to learning at home may be even 
more critical than at school in mediating long-term academic achievement 
(Chazan-Cohen et al., 2009; Dominguez, Vitiello, Fuccillo, Green#eld, & 
Bulotsky-Shearer, 2011; Hindman & Morrison, 2011; Iruka, 2008; Kleisner 
Walker & MacPhee 2011). 

In Renzulli’s (2012) discussion of his four-part theoretical approach to 
talent development, he too recognized the research that explained the impor-
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tance of executive functioning skills. He stated, “!ese authors point out the 
importance of noncognitive skills in personal and social as well as academic 
development and—more important for this overall theory—a meta-analysis 
showed that these skills could be taught” (Renzulli, 2012, p. 157). !is informs 
the #eld of early childhood talent development—not only do we need to build 
upon students’ cognitive strengths and provide learning experiences in their 
strength areas, but interventions that address positive approaches to learning 
and executive functioning skills will facilitate the nurturing of potential found 
in all young children.

Defensible Conclusions
From these bodies of research, we can defensibly conclude the following:

1. Young children have potential for talent development.
2. Early life experiences greatly impact later achievement.
3. Poverty has a profound impact on children’s learning experiences.
4. Building a foundation in children’s #rst language helps them to acquire 

English.
5. High-quality early learning environments challenge young children 

and address their individual learning needs.
6. !e social-emotional skills and positive approaches to learning that 

enhance peer relationships and later achievement can be taught.

Limitations of the Research 
on This Topic

Previous studies about gifted young children most frequently used IQ as 
the determining factor for identi#cation and research on this subgroup of chil-
dren. !is narrow, but standardized de#nition severely limits an examination 
of what we can learn about all young children. By broadening the scope of 
knowledge to include what in%uences young children’s learning, we gain a bet-
ter perspective of how to nurture and develop their talents. 

Although there is research suggesting that speci#c types of curricula, and 
particular interventions or instructional approaches do improve child out-
comes, more research is needed to understand how teachers optimize potential 
in young children. Why do some practices work e"ectively with some children, 
and not others? What roles do individual di"erences play in taking advantage 
of learning experiences and opportunities? And #nally, in what ways may early 
childhood educators narrow the opportunity gap for young children, so talent 
development could be a goal for all children?
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Practices No Longer Defensible
Practices that are no longer defensible based on the review of existing lit-

erature include, but are not exhaustive: 
1. !e practice of labeling young children as gifted through standard-

ized tests, in particular IQ tests, for the many reasons stated above, 
including changes in conceptions of intelligence, and what we know 
in%uences early learning.

2. !e use of behavioral checklists that include curiosity, persistence, 
and attentiveness to label young children gifted. We know that these 
skills can be taught and should be part of all early childhood learning 
experiences.

3. !e practice of separating young children—determining some are 
gifted and others not—does not take into account in%uences of early 
learning experiences and unwittingly serves to widen the opportunity 
gap. 

4. Children learning English should be gaining a foundation in their 
#rst language as well as acquiring a new language. Pulling them out 
of instruction in their own language to attend special programs (e.g., 
gifted programs) should be done with caution. 

Practical Implications
Ambrose’s (2009) discussion of large-scale socioeconomic, political, and 

cultural in%uences on giftedness and talent and his theory of aspiration and 
self-ful#llment informs the #eld of early childhood gifted education. !ere are 
numerous in%uences way beyond the child’s world that may impact a child’s 
talent development. All teachers of young children should be aware of these. 
What we should do as best practice in early childhood gifted education is 
mediate these in%uences so that all children have access to the aspiration and 
self-ful#llment that Ambrose described. Early childhood education should 
serve as a foundation for building upon strengths, providing opportunities for 
children to connect their prior experiences to new ones, and developing the 
positive approaches to learning that may later manifest in expertise or talent. 

Relevant and Additional Resources 
for Early Childhood Education
Many of the resources for studies related to young children are available 

through national organizations and association websites. E"ective practices are 
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included in position statements, learning standards, and executive summaries 
of research—all available from organization websites.

• National Association for the Education of Young Children—http://www.
naeyc.org

• National Center for Children in Poverty—http://www.nccp.org
• O!ce of Head Start—http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc

Authors who specialize in research in%uencing early childhood education:
Bredekamp, S., & Rosegrant, T. (Eds.). (1995). Reaching potentials: Transforming 

early childhood curriculum and assessment (Vol. 2). Washington, DC: 
National Association for the Education of Young Children.

Espinosa, L. (2010). Getting it right for young children from diverse backgrounds. 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.

Schweinhart, L. J. (1994). Lasting bene#ts of preschool programs (ERIC 
EECE Digests EDO-PS-94-2). Urbana: IL. ERIC Clearinghouse on 
Elementary and Early Childhood Education. 

Spodek, B. (1993). Handbook of research on the education of young children. New 
York, NY: Macmillan.

Yoshikawa, H. (2011). Immigrants raising citizens: Undocumented parents and 
their young children. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.
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