The Role of Preschool Experience in Children’s Development: Longitudinal Findings from 10 Countries

The IEA Preprimary Project is a longitudinal cross-national study of preprimary care and education sponsored by the International Association for the Evaluation of Education Achievement (IEA). The purpose of the study was to identify how process and structural characteristics of preprimary settings affect children’s language and cognitive development at age 7. The study is unique because many diverse countries participated, using common instruments to measure family background, teachers’ characteristics, setting structural characteristics, experiences of children, and children’s developmental status. 

The study sample included over 1500 4-year-old children in selected early childhood settings. Data for the longitudinal study were collected in 10 countries: Finland, Greece, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Spain, Thailand, and the United States. The instruments were developed cooperatively with input from all countries involved and with careful attention to reliability and validity. Many of the instruments were observation-based, yielding information on what teachers and children were actually doing in early childhood settings. The data analytic technique used allowed us to separate the effects of country characteristics from setting characteristics while controlling for child characteristics.

Selected Findings

Four findings emerged that are consistent across all 10 countries.
· Children who had more opportunities to choose their own activities at age 4 had higher language scores at age 7.
· Children whose preprimary teachers had a higher level of education had higher language scores at age 7.
· Children who spent less time in whole-group activities at age 4 had higher cognitive scores at age 7.
· Children who had more and more varied materials to interact with at age 4 had higher cognitive scores at age 7.

Other findings were not consistent across countries. For example, increased adult-child interaction is related to better age-7 language scores in countries that have less adult-centered teaching or activities that require group response, and poorer language scores in countries that have more adult-centered teaching or group response. The findings that are not consistent across countries suggest that there are important cultural characteristics and beliefs about children that influence teaching practices and the nature of interaction with children. 

The study findings highlight the importance of (1) allowing children to be active participants in their own learning, and (2) providing ample opportunities for children to choose their own activities, work individually or in small groups, and work directly with a variety of materials. 

