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Many parents worry that screens are ‘bad’. What is the 
current consensus (or disagreement) on the role of digital 
devices in early childhood? 

As parents, we tend to view technology in young 
children’s lives in fairly distinct binaries – it’s either a 
‘good’ or a ‘bad’ thing. However, a lot of our evidence 
is drawn from TV-watching behaviour. Often, parents’ 
concern about screens derives from a fear of sedentary 
behaviour. Our research team’s work is pushing back on 
that. Screen time is a reality in children’s lives. Our team 
is arguing that not all screens are equal. The quality of 
the content, and what kids do with it, is what’s important.   

Children’s apps make up the biggest share of the market 
on iTunes. Many of them are labelled ‘educational’, but 
there may be no real basis for that label. People ask us 
for a list of recommended apps, but with the market 
changing so quickly, any list is outdated the minute you 
create it. So instead, our team has created guidelines to 
help parents and educators identify useful apps. We know 
that imaginative play is of fundamental importance for 
three to fi ve year olds.  At that age, children are engaged 
at their highest cognitive levels in imaginative play. 

To choose a good app, look for these criteria:

•  What situation does it present to the child? Is it 
spontaneous, self-motivating, requiring self-initiated 
actions and imagination? Does it allow the children 
to experience something they wouldn’t otherwise 
experience, like being a train driver? 

•  Is it open-ended? Does it let children make their own 
decisions? Our team is a little worried by leveled games, 
where goals are pre-defi ned and the motivator to play is 
the sticker or the points. 

•  Does it give children opportunities to produce, to bring 
their own photos in, to invent their own experiences and 
create? Children like attractive graphics that they can 
easily manipulate. An uncluttered screen design that 
doesn’t have children tapping and swiping just to get to 
the action is the thing to look for. 

•  Our team argues very strongly that digital play that is 
solitary and quiet is not a good thing for young children. 
But if it’s play that allows them to invite others in, 
such as a simulation where kids can talk and fi nd one 
another, that can be exciting. Talk with other children 
and adults is fundamental to a child’s development.   

We used our criteria to analyse the top-grossing apps on 
iTunes. Not all of them matched the criteria, but we were 
left with some that we were able to trial with children as 
we closely observed their play.

We’ve captured some neat examples 
where on-screen play has been the 
motivator for off-screen play. For 
example, kids might extend an eco-
system from a digital game into the 
real-life home, and on-screen language 
has infi ltrated other off-screen play 
scenarios. That’s exciting for us.    

If you could improve early childcare tomorrow, what would 
you do?

The more time children have to play, the better. 

The current generation is the fi rst to grow up with 
technology. It’s not in every child’s hand, but it’s in many 
children’s hands.  Just as we make good choices about 
physical play equipment and furniture, we need to 
support children with careful and judicious choices for 
digital play. We need to activate those higher cognitive 
levels that come with imaginative play. 

The New Jersey Supreme Court ordered the state to 
fund high-quality universal pre-school education to all 
children from age three in these 31 communities. 
A Department of Education team specifi ed the following 
policies to support high quality: a teacher with a four-
year degree and a teaching certifi cate in early childhood 
education, plus an assistant for each class of 15 children; 
a developmentally appropriate curriculum; adequate 
facilities; and transportation, health, and other related 
services. Staff had specialisations in language and 
literacy, math and science, challenging behaviours, 
special education, community and parent engagement, 
assessment, and coaching and professional development. 
The system was introduced in the 2002-03 school year.

The Abbott system had a positive impact that persisted 
through the fi rst six grades of school. Near the end of the 
child’s primary school years, one year of the Abbott pre-
school program was estimated to reduce the achievement 
gap for disadvantaged children by about 15 percent, and 
two years were estimated to produce effects equivalent 
to 20 to 40 percent of the achievement gap. In addition, 
there were substantial reductions in grade repetition and 
special education, which are both indicators that the 
child may not complete secondary school. Today, nearly 
all children in the Abbott districts attend pre-school prior 
to attending public kindergarten, and the vast majority 
attends for two years.

A noteworthy feature of the Abbott system is its focus on 
good teaching. Teachers were assisted to obtain degrees 
and training in early childhood education. Those who did 
were given equal pay with public school teachers – which 
doubled their salaries compared to the private sector they 
had been in. Abbott districts employ a coach for every 17 
to 20 preschool teachers to conduct annual observations 
of all pre-school classrooms. The coaches’ primary 
responsibility is to engage teachers in a cycle of refl ective 
evaluation, with individualised plans to help each teacher 
refi ne his or her practice. 

If you could improve early childcare tomorrow, what would 
you do?

I would:  

•  set high expectations for children's 
learning and development and for 
teachers' practice

•  adopt a curriculum that includes 
rich content

•  provide regular in-class coaching of 
teachers to improve their practice

•  support teachers and centre directors with 
adequate salaries

•  provide the most intensive, highest 
quality services to the most 
disadvantaged children.

Lisa Kervin, Associate Professor in Language and 
Literacy and Head of Education Research with Early 
Start, University of Wollongong. She is nearing the end 
of a three-year study with educational psychologist, 
Irina Verenikina, and doctoral student, Clara Rivera, 
into how young children use technology not just as 
consumers, but as creators, as they conceptualise the 
phenomenon of ‘digital play’. 

At the Early Start Conference at the University of Wollongong 
in September, early learning researchers from around the world 
shared their latest fi ndings. A leader in the fi eld, the University’s 
Early Start centre (earlystart.uow.edu.au) houses a Discovery 
Space indoor/outdoor play centre open to the public, community 
programs, early childhood professionals’ training, and scientifi c 
research all under one roof.  

Here, two early education experts from the conference give us 
their take on the state of early learning today.

Professor W. Steven Barnett is Director of the National 
Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers 
University in New Jersey, U.S. He is an internationally 
recognised expert in the long-term benefi ts of early 
childhood education.  

Is quality pre-school all that advantageous to children from 
stable, happy families, or is it really only of signifi cant help 
to kids from disadvantage? 

Every child can benefi t and the vast majority of children 
from high-income families (happy or not) already attend 
for multiple years in every developed country and in 
much of the developing world. 

How much they benefi t depends on their individual 
needs. For some, it enhances their quality of life but 
probably has modest impact on their future. For others, 
who have learning diffi culties or face personal or familial 
challenges such as parents with depression, there also 
can be important long-term impacts on school and 
social success.  

In the United States, it is now well documented that most 
of the inequality in achievement is developed before 
children enter public education at age fi ve. Pre-school 
education has been found to reduce grade repetition 
and the need for special education, and to raise test 
scores and earnings, boost the level of later educational 
attainment, and improve health. 

What large-scale early education programs have 
had success? 

A large body of evidence suggests that public provision of 
quality pre-school education can be an effective way to 
enhance the lives of children in disadvantaged families, 
and to decrease inequality in educational, economic, 
and social outcomes. However, in the United States, 
there are few well-documented examples of large-scale 
successes, along with some well-known failures. My 
colleagues and I maintain that most public programs 
fail to invest suffi ciently in the necessary quality and 
intensity to reproduce either the experiences or outcomes 
of successful models. 

One program that did make suffi cient investment is 
New Jersey’s Abbott pre-school system. It came about 
in response to a 1998 law suit known as Abbott v Burke, 
where the plaintiffs argued that inequality in educational 
opportunity in 31 low-wealth school districts was so 
extreme that it violated the New Jersey constitution. In 
these 31 ‘Abbott’ school districts, about 70 percent of 
children were from low-income families, and 77 percent 
were black or Hispanic. 

As parents, we tend to view technology in young 
children’s lives in fairly distinct binaries – it’s either a 
‘good’ or a ‘bad’ thing. However, a lot of our evidence 
is drawn from TV-watching behaviour. Often, parents’ 
concern about screens derives from a fear of sedentary 
behaviour. Our research team’s work is pushing back on 
that. Screen time is a reality in children’s lives. Our team 
is arguing that not all screens are equal. The quality of The New Jersey Supreme Court ordered the state to 
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an early education update.


