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Development of Self, Relationships,
and Socioemotional Competence
Foundations for Early School Success

Ross A. Thompson
Miranda Goodman

W hat are the foundational skills that contribute to school readiness and early academic

success? This question has been at the heart of public discussion of early achieve-
ment for more than a decade. As national attention has focused on how the achievement
gap in cognitive and linguistic skills emerges surprisingly early, and as public policy
. has increasingly focused on standards-based accountability in schools, understanding
the determinants of early school success has become increasingly important. From the
beginning of this national discussion, educators and researchers have recognized that
social and emotional skills are central to early school achievement.

The National Education Goals Panel (1997) was inaugurated in the 1990s, with
the national consensus that school children in the United States were poorly prepared
for the scientific and technological challenges of the future. In urging that, by the year
2000, “all children shall enter school ready to learn,” the Panel outlined five dimensions
of school readiness based on the child’s (1) health and physical development, (2) emo-
tional well-being and social competence, (3) approaches to learning, (4) communication
skills, and (5) cognition and general knowledge. Building on this effort, a consortium of
17 states created the National School Readiness Indicators Initiative (2005) to identify
assessments of school readiness that could be used for policymaking and evaluation
purposes. Their core readiness indicators comprised six domains—children, families,
communities, health services, early care and education, and schools—to emphasize that
school readiness is a characteristic of not only young children but also the social sys-
tems that surround the child. Within the child domain, indicators of school readiness
focused on the child’s physical well-being and motor development, social and emotional
development, approaches to learning, language development, and cognition and general
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knowledge. In these two important national initiatives and in other ways, school readi-
ness has been perceived as a function of not only cognitive skills but also socioemotional
competence, motivational factors, and other influences.

These broad conceptualizations of school readiness by national panels are not mit-
rored, however, in how school readiness is presented in state-level early learning stan-
dards that shape early childhood education programs and primary grades instruction.
In a recent analysis, Scott-Little, Kagan, and Frelow (2006) reported that early learning
standards adopted by 46 states strongly emphasize cognitive and language competence,
and devote much less attention to socioemotional skills and children’s approaches to
learning. In some respects, it is understandable that state education administrators who
are concerned with boosting early academic achievement would emphasize cognitive
and linguistic skills, especially in an era of No Child Left Behind federal legislation that
holds schools accountable for student achievement in these areas. Education administra-
tors likely feel that it is best to emphasize the kinds of skills that are crucial to assess-
ments of children’s academic success. Indeed, the best predictors of early school reading
and math achievement are reading and math test scores taken late in the preschool years
(Duncan et al., 2007; LaParo & Pianta, 2000). But the emphasis on cognitive and lin-
guistic abilities does not account for why children develop such disparate competencies
in learning achievement during the preschool years, nor the factors that can help nar-
row the early-emerging achievement gap (for an authoritative review of research on this
issue, see Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000).

Indeed, quite a different picture of school readiness emerges when kindergarten
teachers and the parents of young children are interviewed (National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics, 1993, 1994). For parents and teachers, two of the three most impor-
tant qualities for early learning are being “enthusiastic and curious in approaching new
activities” and “communicates needs, wants, and thoughts verbally in the child’s pri-
mary language.” Teachers also highly rate “can follow directions,” while parents listed
“takes turns and shares” and “sits still and pays attention” as essential qualities. The
lowest rated qualities for both parents and teachers are traditional academic skills such
as “knows the letters of the alphabet,” “can count to 20 or more,” and “able to use
pencils or paint brushes,” perhaps because these skills can be easily taught in a kinder-
garten or primary grade classroom. Other surveys of kindergarten teachers indicate that
difficulty in emotional or behavioral self-control, limited social skills, and lack of enthu-
siasm or interest in learning are some of the challenges to school readiness in the young
children they teach (see Lewit & Baker, 1995; Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000).
Consistent with these concerns, behavioral and emotional problems account for serious
problems in the early childhood education classroom and can provoke the removal of
the child from the group (Gilliam, 2008; Yoshikawa & Knitzer, 1997).

The importance of socioemotional competencies for school readiness and early aca-
demic success remains, therefore, somewhat uncertain. Although national panels and
the experience of teachers and parents together indicate that these competencies are
important to school success, state-level early learning standards are focused more nar-
rowly on cognitive and language skills. Our purpose in this chapter is to explore the
significance of socioemotional development to early school achievement. We address the
following questions: Is the development of self, social interaction skills, and relational
competencies important to school achievement? What does developmental research
indicate about how children grow in these areas during the preschool and early school
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years? What do we know about their relevance to school readiness and school suc-
cess? Is there value in efforts to foster these competencies along with the cognitive and
linguistic skills that are more typically encouraged in preschool and the early primary
grades? How, in general, should we conceptualize school readiness?

This chapter is organized in three sections. The first focuses on elements of self-

development (including motivational qualities) relevant to early learning. The second
concerns social interaction skills and strategies that might be especially important to
competence in group learning. The third section focuses on the importance of relation-
ships within the classroom and at home as influences on early learning. We conclude
the chapter with comments that draw together the implications of this discussion for
how we should think about school readiness and the foundations of early school suc-
cess. -
This chapter is based on work conducted for the development of the California Pre-
school Learning Foundations (California Department of Education, 2008), for which
Ross A. Thompson was primary author. This state learning foundation document is
unusual in that it articulates to early childhood educators the dimensions of socioemo-
tional development relevant to school readiness. Together with companion documents
from the California Department of Education on infant—toddler learning foundations
and early learning standards in the primary grades, it underscores the multidimensional
origins of school success. Although in this chapter we do not discuss the implications
of this work for early education practice and instruction, J. Thompson and Twibell
(Chapter 10, this volume) describe curricular strategies and classroom practices that
can enhance socioemotional growth in an early learning environment that also fosters
cognitive, language, and other academic skills.

Development of Self

At the core of learning is the child and the personal qualities that motivate or inhibit
new understanding. Children approach new challenges enthusiastically and with confi-
dence in their capabilities or, less often, with disinterest and uncertainty about whether
they can discover the answers to the questions that interest them. They approach the
classroom environment with capacities for behavioral, cognitive, and emotional self-
control and understanding of other people that significantly color their learning expe-
riences. In this section, we consider five aspects of the development of self that are
especially relevant to carly learning and school success. First, a child’s self-awareness is
important to the self-confidence, conceptions of ability, and self-concept that motivate
new learning. Second, classroom learning requires self-regulation of attention, thinking,
behavior, feelings, and impulses, so that children can cooperate with peers and adults.
Third, classroom success also requires social and emotional understanding, by which
children are able to comprehend and to respect how they differ and are similar to those
with whom they learn and work. Fourth, a capacity for empathy and caring enlists
this understanding into compassionate responses when peers are distressed. Fifth, but
perhaps most important to early learning, a child’s initiative in learning denotes the
qualities of curiosity, enthusiasm, and pleasure in discovery that make children active
learners and engaged participants in classroom activities. Each of these qualities is dis-
cussed in this section.
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Self-Awareness

Developmental research shows that early learning is motivated by how children regard
themselves as learners, particularly the self-confidence with which they approach new
challenges (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). This early-emerging “mastery motivation” can
be readily observed in infants and toddlers (MacTurk & Morgan, 1995), and is part
of what motivates very young children eagerly to explore their surroundings, to figure
out how things work, to persist when initial efforts fail, and to master new skills. This
early form of self-awareness grows as children mature through the preschool and early
primary grade years to incorporate expanding awareness of themselves as unique physi-
cal and psychological individuals (Harter, 1999). A young preschooler’s self-awareness
is initially based on simple, observable, external and physical attributes and skills (e.g.,
“I have red hair,” “I run fast”). Preschoolers also at times reveal an un realistically opti-
mistic and positive self-regard that may place them at risk for engaging in behaviors they
are not actually capable of completing successfully (e.g., 3-year-olds may try to climb
higher on playground equipment than they can safely navigate, or try and fail to solve
problems that are not age-appropriate) (Harter & Pike, 1984).

Older preschoolers exhibit a more sophisticated self-awareness that includes inter-
nal, psychological characteristics (e.g., “I am nice”). Research has indicated an emerg-
ing awareness of these internal traits in children as young as 4 to § years old (Marsh,
Ellis, & Craven, 2002; Measelle, Ablow, Cowan, & Cowan, 1998). By the kindergarten
years, social comparison (e.g., “Tony is bigger than me”) has also become an impor-
tant part of self-awareness and will become ever more important during the elementary
school years (Pomerantz, Ruble, Frey, & Greulich, 1995). Taken together, self-concept
and self-confidence develop significantly during the preschool and early school years,
with significant implications for children’s motivation to succeed in academic (and non-
academic) contexts.

How is self-concept shaped? Throughout this period, young children are very
sensitive to how significant adults evaluate their behavior and performance, and how
adults comment on their characteristics and value (Stipek, 1995; Stipek, Recchia, &
McClintic, 1992). Consistent with classic concepts of the “looking-glass self,” young
children readily incorporate into their self-awareness the evaluations they receive from
parents, as well as from teachers and other adults who matter to them. As they become
more sensitive to social comparison information and make spontaneous evaluations of
themselves in relation to peers, grade schoolers become vulnerable o challenges to self-
esteem arising from the discovery that they cannot do the things other children can do,
especially if these are valued skills in the classroom or playground (e.g., “Her drawing
is nicer than mine”). In these situations, teachers support children’s academic motiva-
tion when they encourage them to view progress in skills development as an important
and desirable goal, emphasize their abilities to succeed, and attribute children’s failures
to lack of effort or persistence—which can be improved—rather than intrinsic ability,
which is more difficult to change (Dweck & Leggett, 1988)

Self-Regulation

“Self-regulation” can be viewed as the ability to suppress a dominant response and
to perform instead a subdominant response. Thus, it is relevant to a variety of essen-
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tial capabilities in classroom learning, including concentration of attention (and ignor-
ing distractions from elsewhere or from the child’s own impulses), focused thinking
(and suppressing irrelevant thoughts or desires), behavior management (and subduing
contrary impulses), regulation of sociability (and suppressing antisocial impulses; e.g.,
aggressive responses), and control of emotions (Kopp, 2002; Thompson, 2002; Thomp-
son & Raikes, 2007). Indeed, several studies have shown that differences in these self-
regulatory abilities are predictive of children’s math and reading achievement in the
early elementary school years (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1993; National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD] Early Child Care Research Net-
work, 2003). In one study, a behavioral measure of attentional self-regulation predicted
first-graders’ reading achievement scores independently of vocabulary and a prior mea-
sure of kindergarten reading ability (Howse, Lange, Farran, & Boyles, 2003). Other
studies have shown significant associations between children’s self-regulatory skill and
independent measures of social competence, conscience development, and psychological
adjustment (see, e.g., Eisenberg, Hofer, & Vaughan, 2007; Kochanska & Knaack, 2003;
Zelazo & Cunningham, 2007).

The preschool and early grade years witness significant advances in self-regulatory
capability in all areas, as reflected in the difference between a toddler’s impulsivity
and the more socialized, self-controlled conduct of a second-grader. Advances in brain
development are one explanation for these achievements, particularly in higher brain
regions relevant to self-control (Bunge & Zelazo, 2006; Diamond & Taylor, 1996). Par-
ents also guide the development of strategies of self-control (e.g., coaching children to
look away from a forbidden treat or to use words rather than hitting when angry) that
children can later use on their own. Parents and teachers also foster the growth of self-
regulation as they increasingly use explanations, negotiation, appeals to self-image, and
other strategies to enlist children’s behavioral cooperation through self-control rather
than through the adult’s proactive intervention or rewards alone. As a consequence, by
the end of the preschool years, young children have begun to master a widening variety
of strategies of self-control. With respect to emotion regulation, for example, young
children begin to comprehend how their feelings can be managed by seeking another’s
assistance, avoiding or ignoring emotionally arousing situations (e.g., going to another
room when a scary TV show is on), redirecting attention or activity in more emotionally
satisfying ways (e.g., quitting a game that one is losing), using reassuring self-talk and,
later, through psychological means, such as internal distraction (Thompson, 1990).

As parents and teachers know, however, self-regulatory skills are not well con-
solidated even by middle childhood, and children of any age vary considerably in their
self-control. Beyond parental coaching and other specific strategies, research shows that
the general support and sensitivity of parental care foster self-regulatory competence in
children; conversely, adult punitiveness and overcontrol undermine it (Fox & Calkins,
2003; see Calkins & Williford, Chapter 9, this volume). Children who live in difficult
circumstances may reveal the effects of stress in their deficits in emotional and behav-
ioral self-control in the classroom, playground, or elsewhere (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan,
1997; Shaw, Gilliom, & Ingoldsby, 2003). For this reason, it is important for teachers
to be aware that the difficult behavior of a child who cannot pay attention or sit still
may arise for many reasons, including family stress, developmental immaturity, inap-
propriate expectations, or other factors independent of willful obstinacy. Teachers can
also encourage competency in the many domains affected by self-regulatory abilities by
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being mindful of the dramatic differences in self-management between children entering
preschool and those getting ready to enter kindergarten. Kindergartners are more per-
sistent in problem-solving tasks, for example, and more capable of following directions
(e.g., cleaning up in preparation for another activity), although they still have a long
way to go in self-regulatory growth. Moreover, recent research indicates that carefully
designed classroom strategies can improve overall levels of self-regulation in preschool-
ers, which may lead to improved academic and social performance (see Diamond, Bar-
nett, Thomas, & Munro, 2007). Teachers who use activities involving self-regulation,
such as encouraging children to talk through their problem-solving strategies and pro-
moting sociodramatic play, may strengthen these skills, and the academic and social
competencies with which they are associated.

Social and Emotional Understanding

For a long time, scientists and practitioners believed that young children are egocentric
and have considerable difficulty distinguishing their own thoughts and feelings from
those of others. New research refutes this view, however, and presents an image of
young children who care deeply about the thoughts and feelings of others, and are inter-
ested in how those thoughts compare to their own (see Thompson, 2008). With this
transformed view of the young child has come the recognition that social and emotional
understanding is an essential part of early social competence. Children who are more
socially and emotionally perceptive are superior playmates and get along better with
adults, and the association between socioemotional understanding and social compe-
tence extends from preschool into elementary school (see reviews by Denham, 2006;
Denham & Weissberg, 2004). These findings are relevant to school readiness and early
academic achievement because of the connections between children’s social and scho-
lastic lives. Young children who are more competent in understanding others’ feelings
have been found, for example, to become more academically competent in elementary
school, perhaps because of their more successful peer and adult relationships (Izard,
2002; Izard et al., 2001; see also Raver, 2002; Raver & Knitzer, 2002).

Developmental researchers portray the growth of social and emotional understand-
ing in terms of an emerging “theory of mind”—that is, a child’s developing understanding
of other people’s internal mental states and how these states motivate behavior. Between
the ages of 3 and 5, children progress from a theory of mind primarily concerned with
how simple desires, feelings, and goals motivate behavior to a more advanced under-
standing of how people’s thoughts and beliefs also contribute to behavior (see Harris,
2006; Wellman, 2002). Children learn that beliefs can be mistaken, which leads to the
realization that people can be misled or fooled. Young children also learn that ¢hey can
fool others, and that they can conceal or mask their own feelings and beliefs (e.g., when
denying wrongdoing or conveying appreciation for an undesirable gift).

A developing theory of mind leads to other achievements in psychological under-
standing. One is growth in understanding others’ emotions. During the preschool years,
children become increasingly aware of the psychological basis of emotional experiences
(e.g., Joey is mad because he can’t go outside to play) (Denham, 1998, 2006; Thompson
& Lagaturta, 2006). This awareness leaves them better equipped to understand and
interact with their classmates in an increasingly sophisticated fashion. Another signifi-
cant gain during the later preschool years involves children’s event knowledge. Children
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begin to understanding and predict familiar routines, such as those they encounter in
their classroom, which contributes to their sense of predictability and control in daily
experience (Hudson, 1993; Nelson, 1 993). Growing awareness of diversity in gender,
culture, and ethnicity is another significant development of children’s social understand-
ing during the preschool years (Aboud, 2005; see also Chapter 12 by Barbarin & Odom,
this volume). Finally, young children begin to grasp the concept of personality and how
it contributes to stable features of individual behavior (Giles & Heyman, 2005; Heyman
& Gelman, 2000).

There are many examples of children’s burgeoning social and emotional under-
standing throughout the preschool and early primary grade years. Although younger
preschoolers may notice and comment on their peers’ emotional states, their descrip-
tions are likely to be behavioral and focused on external factors (e.g., Sally was crying
because her toy broke). As children approach the primary school years, however, they
become more capable of describing emotions directly and can attribute more complex
psychological motives for them. A kindergartner, for example, would be able to recog-
nize that her classmate felt sad because he thought his mother was not going to arrive to
get him, whether or not it was actually true. Children’s efforts to describe and explain
others’ feelings provide opportunities for reachers to discuss children’s feelings and their
causes, and to help children understand why their peers feel and respond as they do.

Empathy and Caring

An important consequence of young children’s increasing social and emotional under-
standing is their capacity to respond empathically to others in distress. “Empathy” con-
cerns a person’s resonant emotional response to another’s distress, a response that can
be observed even in infants and toddlers. “Caring” concerns a person’s efforts to help
that distressed person, which often (but not always) derives from empathy. The distinc-
tion is important because young children may feel empathy but not yet be capable of
acting in a helpful, caring manner. Knowing how to respond to a peer in distress is a
difficult task for a young child (more difficult still is responding to a distressed adult),
but a failure to help should not be interpreted as a lack of emotional concern in a young
child. A 3-year-old may pay close and questioning attention to a crying peer, and may
even become mildly upset, but he or she may not reliably offer any genuine assistance
to help the situation. Older children, however, may work to cheer a distressed classmate
by offering a favorite toy or a hug. As children enter elementary school, their capac-
ity for appropriate and situation-dependent responses increases (Eisenberg, Spinrad, &
Sadovsky, 2006; Thompson, 1998). A S-year-old may offer to help repair a broken toy
or to verbally comfort another child by addressing specifically what is bothering the
child (e.g., “Don’t be scared. It’s just a puppet”).

Gains in empathy and caring lead to greater social competence and to children
who are more actively engaged in the well-being of their classmates, teachers, and the
greater school environment. Late in preschool and into the primary grades, children also
become more aware of what they perceive as unjust or unfair behavior (Killen, Pisacane,
Lee-Kim, & Ardila-Rey, 2001). If a peer is being teased, for example, they may actively
come to their defense. Children at the transition between preschool and the primary
grades also become more interested in caregiving, whether bringing a special treat for
the class pet or offering water to a classmate who is coughing. Teachers can encourage
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competencies in this domain by allowing their students to be involved in comforting and
providing care for other people.

Initiative in Learning

How young children approach the challenges of learning and problem solving is an
essential component of their academic success and school competence. Their “initiative
in learning,” which can be defined as the child’s classroom engagement, motivation, and
participation, is an important predictor of classroom achievement in kindergarten and
throughout elementary school (Alexander et al., 1993; Duncan, Claessens, & Engel,
2005). Children bring to the classroom their natural curiosity and interest in learning,
and through positive educational experiences gain confidence in their abilities to make
their own intellectual discoveries (Thompson, 2002). This is especially true when par-
ents and teachers actively solicit children’s ideas and questions, encourage them to take
the lead in investigating a new discovery, and positively affirm their eagerness to learn.
There are also important developmental changes in children’s initiative, persistence,
and enthusiasm in the classroom. Although younger preschoolers approach novel learn-
ing situations with confidence and enthusiasm, they are also more likely to experience
frustration when confronting difficult problems and give up. Older preschoolers and
children in the primary grades show greater persistence and also greater creativity and
initiative in their problem solving (Bowman et al., 2000; Renninger, Hidi, & Krapp,
1992).

Though most children have a natural interest in learning and discovery, they bring
considerable individual differences, beginning in early childhood, in self-confidence,
enthusiasm, and motivation to new learning situations. Several studies have shown that
children develop unique learning styles that influence the initiative they take in their
learning experiences and how persistent they will be when faced with difficult chal-
lenges (Burhans & Dweck, 1995; Dweck, 2002; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Much of
the research has focused on two different orientations toward learning: performance
orientation and learning orientation. For a child with a “performance orientation,” the
primary goal of learning is to elicit positive evaluations from others and to avoid nega-
tive judgments. As a consequence, these children may avoid or fail to persist in situa-
tions where success is unlikely, and they may miss important educational opportunities.
Furthermore, performance-oriented children are vulnerable to developing learned help-
lessness, whereby they tend to give up after failing due to a lack of confidence in their
ability ever to succeed. '

For children with a “learning orientation,” on the other hand, the purpose of learn-
ing is to increase their abilities. A learning-oriented child is more likely to tackle dif-
ficult challenges and to persist even if early efforts are unsuccessful. For these reasons, a
strong learning orientation best predicts classroom achievement. Differences in learning
orientation have been found to emerge as early as the late preschool years (Burhans
& Dweck, 1995: Smiley & Dweck, 1994) and may arise from a variety of influences.
One of the most important influences is how teachers and parents respond to children’s
achievement successes and failures: Adults who emphasize children’s efforts and intrin-
sic abilities contribute to the development of a learning orientation in children. Extrinsic
motivators, such as stickers or other rewards for good performance, should be used only
sparingly, and strong effort should be valued even if it results in initial failure. Young
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children also need encouragement to persist in their efforts to solve difficult learning
challenges.

Another way for adults to encourage persistence and a strong learning orientation in
young children is to structure carefully the achievement challenges they offer children.
[t is important to ensure that these challenges not only are within children’s capabilities
but also contribute to the development of new knowledge and skills. The development
of complex skills can be fostered by teachers who reinforce partial achievements and
approximate competence, provide clear explanations and prompts as children are work-
ing, and exhibit confidence in the children. In these and other ways, young children
have successful learning experiences and develop the self-regard that is part of a strong
learning orientation.

Development of Social Interaction Skills

The personal qualities we discussed earlier that contribute to academic achievement are
important. But classroom learning is also a group activity in which children’s capacities
to interact constructively with teachers and peers, and to understand their shared roles
and responsibilities as group members are also essential qualities to academic achieve-
ment. A young child who cannot cooperate with other children, follow the teacher’s
instructions, manage transitions in the daily classroom routine, or who fails to perceive
him- or herself as both an individual and a member of a “classroom community” is
unlikely to benefit as well from classroom instruction as children who can. In this sec-
tion, therefore, we consider four kinds of social interaction skills that are relevant to
classroom competence and early learning. First, children’s interactions with familiar
adults are important for understanding the social skills, trust, and mutual respect that
underlie their encounters with teachers, volunteers, and other adults. Second, interac-
tions with peers are also important for young children’s abilities to work and play con-
structively with other children in the classroom. Third, we consider children’s develop-
ing capacities for cooperation and responsibility, which involve following instructions
and responding appropriately to the behavioral expectations of adults. Finally, we dis-
cuss skills of group participation, which involve understanding how to participate with
other children and adults in shared activity and one’s role as a classroom member. Each
of these four kinds of social interaction skills is discussed in the pages that follow.

Interactions with Familiar Adults

During the preschool and early school years, children must adjust to regularly interact-
ing with adults who are not their primary attachment figures. These teachers and teacher
aides, volunteer staff, center directors or principals, parent volunteers, and other adults
are part of the constellation of people with whom children interact in their preschools
or early primary grade classrooms. Although these adults do not necessarily serve as
sources of comfort and security in the way that children’s attachment figures do, chil-
dren must be able to navigate interactions with them competently to succeed in school
because adult—child interactions are essential contributors to classroom learning.

The social capabilities of young children with familiar adults build on many of
the developing capacities we discussed earlier (Thompson, Goodvin, & Meyer, 2006).
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Interactions with adults require self-regulatory skills, including children’s focused atten-
tion and behavioral self-control when working with another on a learning activity. Chil-
dren must be capable of understanding and behaving according to what is expected of
them; communicating clearly their ideas, feelings, and experiences; asking questions
about things they do not understand; seeking assistance, when necessary; and respond-
ing cooperatively as a member of the classroom group. Advances in self-awareness and
in socioemotional understanding enable children to function better in a group and
to respond more perceptively and appropriately to the behavior of adults and other
children—although, as indicated earlier, this ability may be enlisted for purposes of
deception and manipulation as children begin to understand how they may deliberately
mislead others’ thoughts.

Important developmental changes in these capacities occur during the preschool
years and early primary grades. A young preschooler shows increasing ease in interact-
ing with adults who become familiar to the child. Children of this age may show off
their accomplishments, seek the adult’s assistance, and respond to the adult’s initiatives
or requests with increasing self-confidence. Older preschoolers are capable of greater
initiative and engage in more sustained interactions with an adult, such as cooperating
with a classroom aide in the give-and-take of solving a problem set, or participating
in an extended conversation about the morning’s events, with the child contributing
new and relevant information. By the primary grades, children understand better the
roles of the various adults in the classroom and engage these adults in appropriate ways
throughout the day. Adults contribute to these skills when they respond with interest
and enthusiasm to children’s initiatives, model respectful social interaction and com-
munication, coach children about how to interact with other adults, and encourage
children to share their ideas and experiences with confidence.

Interactions with Peers

Beyond the academic skills they acquire, classroom learning presents unparalleled oppor-
tunities for young children to develop social skills with peers. Unfortunately, develop-
mental scientists and practitioners have tended to underestimate the skills and sophisti-
cation of young children’s interactions with peers, focusing instead on episodes of peer
conflict as confirmation of young children’s egocentrism and limited social interest.
Current research has revealed, however, that considerable social understanding under-
lies preschoolers’ capacities to read the cues of other children and respond appropriately,
whether in shared tasks, brief conversations, or pretend play. We described the advances
in social understanding that enable these peer interaction skills as deriving from young
children’s developing “theory of mind” and its contributions to greater insight into other
children’s feelings, goals, desires, thoughts, and ideas. In addition, the preschool years
and early primary grades witness significant advances in conflict resolution skills, such
that children become more adept and resourceful in their efforts to manage social con-
flict with other children in a constructive manner. Indeed, rather than an indication of
their limited social understanding, conflict with peers is actually an important forum
for the development of social understanding and social skills in early childhood.
Because peers are such a significant feature of the classroom environment, interac-
tions with peers are an important influence on academic achievement. Children who
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have positive peer relationships look forward to coming to school and become more
involved in learning activities, thus benefiting more from them. Studies have shown that
students with high peer acceptance participate in more classroom activities and achieve
more in the classroom (Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman,
1996, 1997). Peer rejection is a problem not only because of children’s feelings of lone-
liness but also because rejection causes children to withdraw from involvement with
peers in the classroom, express a desire to avoid school, and perform more poorly on
academic achievement measures (Buhs & Ladd, 2001).

The preschool years and early primary grades are a period of rapid growth in the
breadth and sophistication of peer interaction skills (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006).
Young children advance from simple activity in parallel with one or two playmates to
more complex and genuinely interactive activity with several other children. Older pre-
schoolers and kindergartners also become more adept at the skills that make peer inter-
action go smoothly, including better communication skills, emotional understanding,
sharing, and mutual cooperation (e.g., spontaneous turn taking), which are based on
the previously discussed advances in social understanding. These are important founda-
tions for elementary school, where classroom group size is typically larger and children
are expected to participate in group activities. During the early primary grades, children
add to their social repertoires a growing comprehension of fairness in peer interac-
tions (Killen et al., 2001), an expanding range of social problem-solving skills (Crick &
Dodge, 1994), and greater emotional understanding and sensitivity (Denham & Weiss-
berg, 2004; Izard et al., 2001). However, it is important to note that in one longitu-
dinal study, kindergarten teacher ratings of social skills and aggressiveness were each
positively associated with first-grade teachers’ ratings of student achievement (Dowsett
& Huston, 2005). One interpretation of this finding is that assertiveness, as well as
cooperation, may be important to peer acceptance.

Changes in pretend play also reflect these developing social skills. Pretend play is
itself a complex activity involving the coordination of behavior of several children in
multiple pretend roles according to a shared sociodramatic “script.” Yet this hallmark
of preschool peer play blossoms in sophistication as young children proceed from brief
episodes of pretense to longer, unfolding dramas involving well-coordinated roles, self-
correction, and mutual responsiveness (Goncu, 1993; Howes, 1992). By the end of the
preschool years, children plan complex pretend-play scenarios, correct each other for
deviations from the roles they have assumed, stage-manage new directions in the story
flow, and easily integrate new children (and roles) into the activity. That older preschool-
ers are capable of this kind of complex sociodramatic play confirms our new apprecia-
tion of their social understanding and self-regulatory competencies.

Early childhood also witnesses changes in the nature of peer conflict and growth
in conflict resolution strategies. Younger preschoolers are more likely to respond to
disagreements with physical aggression, whereas older preschoolers may rely more on
verbal aggression, such as teasing, that reflects growth in self-control (Tremblay, 2000).
When disagreements arise, an older preschooler may also be capable of suggesting sim-
ple strategies to alleviate conflict (e.g., offering to take turns playing with the toy truck
that several children are fighting over), alternative activities, or negotiation (Howes,
1987, 1988). These conflict resolution strategies, which continue to develop during the
elementary school years, are essential to children’s social competence and, therefore, to
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school competence. For this reason, educators should strive to support and assist chil-
dren in developing and utilizing these skills, as well as help them understand the feelings
and viewpoints of other children, suggest and model constructive interaction skills, and
reinforce cooperative efforts.

Cooperation and Responsibility

For many years, guided by the theories of Piaget and Kohlberg, researchers viewed
young children as being motivated to cooperate by the rewards and punishments of
adult authorities (e.g., a preschooler cleans up the art materials so the teacher doesn’t
get annoyed). However, just as recognition of children’s social and emotional compe-
tence has evolved in recent decades, so has a new view of the early growth of coopera-
tion and responsibility emerged. Studied under the term “conscience development,” this
new approach recognizes that children are motivated to cooperate based on not just
rewards and punishments but also their emotional attachments to their caregivers, a
desire to view themselves with positive regard, and their sensitivity to the feelings of
others (Kochanska, 1997, 2002; Thompson, Meyer, & McGinley, 2006).

Because of their strong emotional connections to caregivers, preschoolers seek to
cooperate with the adults’ expectations from a desire to maintain a mutually coopera-
tive relationship. An adult’s disapproving vocal tone after child misbehavior may pro-
voke an apology not only to avert anticipated punishment but also to restore a positive
relationship with an adult on whom the young child relies emotionally. Thus, positive
relationships with parents, teachers, and other adults are an important resource for the
growth of conscience. Furthermore, as young children become increasingly sensitive to
the feelings and needs of others, they also are motivated to behave in a way that will
not cause distress to other people. By the end of the preschool years, another important
resource for conscience development emerges. Young children come to view themselves
more positively when they cooperate and act responsibility, which further motivates
these behaviors. Their positive self-regard when acting in an approved fashion derives
in part from the adult approval they obtain, but it is an internal rather than external
reward. In short, young children are motivated toward cooperative, responsible conduct
because of not only external motivations (rewards and punishments) but also an internal
standard of behavior based on a desire to maintain positive relationships with adults
who matter, and to view themselves as cooperative and good individuals. This internal
standard is a much more mature and reliable basis for cooperative conduct because it
does not depend on the responses of ddult authorities, and its foundations develop dur-
ing the preschool years.

The capacity to behave cooperatively and responsibly (an important component of
group participation) is a significant predictor of early school success because responsible
behavior not only fosters better relationships with teachers and peers but also enhances
children’s involvement in learning activities (teachers may also pay more attention to
children who are cooperative). Research has shown that individual differences in chil-
dren’s cooperation are directly associated with children’s early academic achievement.
MecClelland, Morrison, and Holmes (2000) found, for example, that “work-related
skills” in kindergartners (e.g., compliance with instructions; completion of work) pre-
dicted children’s academic achievement 3 years later, even after they controlled for ear-
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lier academic achievement (see also Alexander et al., 1993; Yen, Konold, & McDermott,
2004). Of course, the development of cooperation and responsibility is built on many of
the other developmental domains discussed in this chapter. Self-regulation plays a par-
ticularly key role because cooperation often requires one to suppress an initial response
to comply with a behavioral standard. Developing self-awareness also plays a key role
because it enables older preschoolers to view themselves positively and approvingly
when they behave cooperatively.

Because much cooperative behavior is directed toward teachers and caregivers, it
is relatively easy to witness developmental changes in cooperation and responsibility.
Adult support is especially important early in the preschool years, when young children
may strive to behave cooperatively but lack the self-regulatory capacities to do so consis-
tently or when strong contrary impulses are involved (e.g., when distressed or frustrated
by a peer). Teachers and adult caregivers can provide regular prompts about expected
behavior, comment gently about inappropriate conduct, reinforce desirable behavior,
and draw attention to children’s cooperative conduct as a model for others. Another
important contribution that adults provide to the growth of cooperation and responsi-
bility is to ensure that behavioral expectations are developmentally appropriate. When
young children are asked to comply with requirements that significantly stretch their
capabilities (e.g., expecting 3-year-olds to sit quietly for an extended period), the result
is frustration for children, as well as their teachers, and a breakdown in the positive
relationships that can be a foundation for cooperative conduct. Children’s cooperation
is enhanced by a mutually positive adult—child relationship. By contrast, when relations
are coercive or adversarial (which can occur when children’s behavioral problems are

particularly challenging), children may comply when adults are monitoring them but
misbehave on other occasions.

Group Participation

In preschool and primary grades, children become part of a “classroom community”
that requires them to participate as group members. Children may be expected to prac-
tice reading skills in pairs, create small groups for science projects, and participate in
whole-group activities. Understanding and applying the roles and responsibilities of
group membership contributes to the growth of social interaction skills and include
knowing what to do during group routines (e.g., circle time or recess) or games (e.g.,
Follow the Leader), helping to prepare for and clean up group tasks, understanding and
applying rules for classroom behavior (e.g., sharing and taking turns), managing transi-
tions in classroom activities, and participating in group projects. Because most of these
aspects of group participation require children to take other children’s interests into
consideration, they are an important basis for the social skills required of a primary
grade classroom. In these ways, group participation skills are essential components of
school success.

Fortunately, many of the developmental achievements discussed earlier provide a
foundation for these group participation skills. Developing memory skills and event
knowledge enables older children to remember daily routines and the behavior that is
expected of them (Hudson, 1993; Nelson, 1993). As a result, children anticipate gath-
ering and dismissal activities at the beginning and end of each day, are aware that
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cleanup activities must precede (and follow) snacks, know what to do before free-play
or painting projects, understand how the class prepares for mealtimes, and know what
they must do for each activity. Developing event knowledge also helps older children
manage transitions better because they can mentally anticipate the activities that follow
each transition. Growth in self-regulatory skills in turn enables older children to stay
on task better, apply behavioral expectations to their own conduct, and spontaneously
self-correct to maintain compliance (Bronson, 2000; Kopp & Wyer, 1994). In addition,
advances in behavioral and attentional self-control enable children to focus their inter-
est deliberately on the task at hand, sit still for longer periods of time without fidgeting
or becoming distracted, and participate in social activities in which specific timing and
turn taking are important (e.g., singing activity songs or playing a board game in which
players alternate moves) (Zelazo, Miiller, Frye, & Marcovitch, 2003). Furthermore,
with growth in self-awareness, young children can view themselves as not just individu-
als in the classroom but as members of a group (the entire class, a small study group, or
a collaborating pair) with cooperative goals and purposes. This capacity also builds on
growth in social and emotional understanding that enables children, in the context of
group activity, to coordinate their interests and goals with those of other children and
adults (Harris, 2006; Thompson, 2006). Finally, their developing sense of cooperation
and responsibility, motivated by the desire for adult approval and positive self-regard,
enhances older preschoolers’ commitment to cooperate with classroom procedures, to
anticipate them before being reminded and, at times, to remind other children about
them (e.g., “We wash our hands before lunch”).

Taken together, a variety of developing capacities contribute to young children’s
ability to participate constructively as group members. Because these skills are not fully
developed, however, children benefit from adults’ efforts to offer guidance and coaching,
including reminders about expected behavior, explanations about why the procedures
are the way they are, prompts (e.g., songs, games, or picture cards) to support effective
group participation, and praise and reinforcement of constructive conduct.

Development of Relationships

A central ingredient to school readiness and academic success is the quality of the rela-
tionships that young children share with others who are important to them. In their
first experience with child care or a classroom, preschoolers arrive with the legacy of
a parent—child relationship that has influenced their sense of themselves as learners,
their enthusiasm for discovery, and their interactions with other people. As their social
worlds expand, close relationships with special teachers, caregivers, and peers color
children’s experience of learning and motivation to succeed. Because these relationships
are important to learning, in this section we consider the influence of three kinds of
relationships that are central to early learning. First, we consider attachments to par-
ents and the foundation they provide to children’s self-confidence, learning skills, and
social competence. Second, we examine close relationships with teachers and caregivers
as a critical feature of the classroom environment to young children. Third, we discuss
friendships with peers because of the importance of peer acceptance to school adjust-
ment and classroom competence. Each of these three kinds of relationships is discussed
below.
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Attachments to Parents

Decades of research on early parent—child relationships have shown that young children
rely on their attachment figures for emotional security and well-being, and that these
relationships influence developing personality, social skills, self-concept, and under-
standing what other people are like (see Thompson, 2006). Experiences in close rela-
tionships tutor young children in understanding and respecting others’ views and feel-
ings, in negotiating differences of opinion, in learning to get along with other people, in
gaining self-confidence, and in valuing discovery. Perhaps for these reasons attachment
relationships also play an important role in the development of early school readiness
and school achievement. Children with more secure and supportive parent—child rela-
tionships subsequently exhibit greater academic success in kindergarten and the early
primary grades, have better work habits, are more socially competent in the classroom,
and show fewer conduct problems (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002;
Morrison, Rimm-Kauffman, & Pianta, 2003; NICHD Early Child Care Research Net-
work, 2005; Pianta, Nimetz, & Bennett, 1997). In one longitudinal study, Estrada,
Arsenio, Hess, and Holloway (1987) found that a measure of the emotional quality of
the mother—child relationship was associated with the child’s cognitive competence at
age 4, and was predictive of school readiness measures at ages 5 and 6, IQ at age 6, and
school achievement at age 12.

Most of this research focuses, of course, on the mother—child relationship in light
of mothers’ greater involvement in the lives of young children, but it is likely that these
conclusions extend also to father—child relationships. Moreover, the significant attach-
ment figures in a child’s life do not necessarily have to be biological parents. In some
cases nonbiological parents may take full responsibility for the child (e.g., when a child
whose biological parents are absent is raised by an aunt and uncle or a grandparent) and
these adults become “psychological parents” to the child. On other occasions, nonpar-
ents (e.g., a stepparent) may raise the child alongside a biological parent. Any adult who
assumes a parenting function in a child’s life, regardless of biological ties, can serve as
an attachment figure.

As children develop, their relationships with their caregivers change: Children
become less dependent on physical proximity and can better tolerate separations, and
they become more focused on building a relationship of mutual positive cooperation
(Marvin & Britner, 1999). At all ages, of course, children show clear preferences for
their primary caregivers, specifically secking them out for comfort when distressed,
taking pleasure in demonstrating their achievements to them, seeking their assistance in
problem-solving tasks, enjoying shared activities and experiences with them, and being
able to talk about troubling topics that they do not feel comfortable discussing with oth-
ers. These and other behaviors reflect children’s emotional reliance on their attachment
figures at every age. As they mature, however, children take greater initiative in seeking
the support of their caregivers, and in striving to please and to cooperate with them.
They also become capable of better managing separations from their caregivers. Young
preschoolers may have difficulty coping with the parent’s departure in the morning,
especially if they are new to the classroom, and may require comfort from their teachers
and support throughout the day. Older preschoolers and children in the primary grades
can better cope with separations because they are more able to maintain satisfying men-
tal representations of attachment figures, and the relationship they share sustains them
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while they are away from their parents. Older children are also more capable of predict-
ing the parent’s return, maintaining emotional self-control, and engaging in classroom
activities and peer relationships while they are in the classroom.

Although teachers rarely have opportunities to observe directly the quality of chil-
dren’s interactions with their attachment figures, except when parents bring their chil-
dren to school and later pick them up, their recognition of the importance of these
relationships to their students can influence their interactions with children throughout
the day. Teachers can make family activities and relationships a topic of discussion in
the classroom, encouraging children to bring items from home to share and making
the family’s culture and language a focus of interest for the class. These activities can
contribute significantly to the growth of self-awareness when children are encouraged
to take pride in their family identity and experiences. Teachers also respect the impor-
tance of attachment relationships when they aid children in managing separations by
encouraging children to talk about their family caregivers and when they will return. At
times, family relationships are an important source of assistance when children exhibit
behavioral or emotional problems in class. On these occasions, consultation with chil-
dren’s attachment figures may create an important bridge between the family and the
classroom, helping teachers work with parents in identifying sources of assistance for
the child or the family.

Close Relationships with Teachers and Caregivers

Young children develop close relationships with not only nonparental figures at home
(e.g., grandparents) but also adults outside the home (Dunn, 1993; Howes, 1999). They
rely on their close relationships with certain teachers, caregivers, or other adults for a
sense of security, comfort when upset, and support for the challenges of the classroom.
This can be observed when a preschooler seeks the assistance of a particular teacher for
help (sometimes refusing the assistance of other adults), or when a first-grader eagerly
shares an experience at home with a classroom teacher to whom he or she has devel-
oped a special attachment. These relationships can motivate excitement about learning,
support self-confidence, and foster social development in many of the same ways that
parent-child attachments do.

Perhaps for this reason, a number of studies have found that the security and
warmth of a preschooler’s relationship with the teacher is predictive of subsequent class-
room competence, attentional skills, and social competence in the kindergarten and pri-
mary grade classroom (Pianta et al., 1997; for reviews, see Bowman et al., 2000; Lamb,
1998). In a similar manner, the quality of the teacher—child relationship in kindergarten
and the primary grades is important in children’s adaptation to school and their suc-
cess 1n the classroom, with conflict in the child—teacher relationship predicting poorer
academic performance and greater behavioral problems, sometimes much later in the
school years (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; LaParo & Pianta, 2000;
Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004a, 2004b). Children who develop warm, positive relationships
with their teachers are more excited about learning, more positive about coming to
school, more self-confident, and achieve more in the classroom. A positive teacher—child
relationship may be especially important for young children who are otherwise at risk
of academic difficulty because of the support it can provide for classroom participation

i

and self-confidenc
value in the growtl

The behaviors
a preschool or prin
ment. Children set
have a close relatic
tance or approval,
about troubling to
expectations and e
that young childre:
ments, nor that te¢
relationships with
adults in multiple
as unique—meani
elsewhere contribt
logical well-being,

As with the p
sibility for mainta
they mature. Presc
relationships they
children’s initiativ
tion when childre
child relationships
that teachers respe
develop a friendly.
In these and other
support for young

Friendships with |

Friendships with ¢
success because tt
a reason to look fi
(Ladd et al., 19%
significant influen
significance of pee
special peers.
The sophistic
1989; Rubin, Cop
ing the preschool
of friends playing
(e.g., mutual assis
are also more psy
value on relations
can see their frien
imaginative play)



»capable of predict-
zaging in classroom

1 the quality of chil-
ants bring their chil-
mportance of these
children throughout
ypic of discussion in
» share and making
These activities can
dren are encouraged
o respect the impor-
aging separations by
n they will return. At
vhen children exhibit
nsulration with chil-
o the family and the
rces of assistance for

ental figures at home
. Howes, 1999). They
or other adults for a
1ges of the classroom.
particular teacher for
a first-grader eagerly
1 he or she has devel-
ement about learning,
of the same ways that

that the security and
ve of subsequent class-
. kindergarten and pri-
\an et al., 2000; Lamb,
onship in kindergarten
y school and their suc-
iship predicting poorer
imes much later in the
\Paro & Pianta, 2000;
n, positive relationships
sitive about coming to
A positive teacher—child
10 are otherwise at risk
classroom participation

Self, Relationships, and Socioemotional Competence 163

and self-confidence (Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995). Thus, there is considerable
value in the growth of warm, close relationships between teachers and young children.

The behaviors that indicate a young child has developed a special relationship with
a preschool or primary grade teacher are similar to those reflecting parent—child attach-
ment. Children seek comfort, security, and support from the adults with whom they
have a close relationship, and prefer that person for shared activity when seeking assis-
tance or approval, displaying accomplishments, and sharing conversation, especially
about troubling topics. Children are particularly responsive to these adults” behavioral
expectations and expressions of disappointment when they misbehave. This is not to say
that young children’s close relationships to teachers are the same as parent—child attach-
ments, nor that teacher—child relationships are as important to young children as their
relationships with parents (they are not). Rather, children seek support from significant
adults in multiple settings, and these special relationships often have shared—as well
as unique—meaning for the child. Multiple close relationships with adults at home and
elsewhere contribute significantly to young children’s social development and psycho-
logical well-being, and do not diminish the strength of their parental attachments.

As with the parent—child relationship, children take greater initiative and respon-
sibility for maintaining a mutually positive association with their special teachers as
they mature. Preschool and primary grade teachers can respect the importance of the
relationships they develop with children by responding positively and supportively to
children’s initiatives, being enthusiastic about their accomplishments, paying atten-
tion when children need assistance or comfort, and recognizing that different adule-
child relationships are not interchangeable in young children’s worlds. Another way
that teachers respect the significance of these relationships to children is by working to
develop a friendly, cooperative association with children’s attachment figures at home.
In these and other ways, close relationships with teachers and adult caregivers provide
support for young children’s self-confidence and enthusiasm for school.

Friendships with Peers

Friendships with other children provide a foundation for school readiness and academic
success because they contribute to children’s positive classroom experiences, give them
a reason to look forward to coming to school, and contribute to academic achievement
(Ladd et al., 1996, 1997, 1999). Interactions with peers are, as we indicated earlier,
significant influences on children’s classroom experiences, and friendships enhance the
significance of peer associations through children’s close relationships with one or more
special peers.

The sophistication of these friendships increases with age (Parker & Gottman,
1989; Rubin, Coplan, Chen, Buskirk, & Wojslawowicz, 2005; Rubin et al., 2006). Dur-
ing the preschool years, friendships become increasingly stable, exclusive (i.e., a group
of friends playing tag may not allow another child to join in the activity) and reciprocal
(e.g., mutual assistance when a child is teased by other children). Because older children
are also more psychologically aware of the friendships they share, they place a greater
value on relationships (e.g., telling a parent that they want to go to school so that they
can see their friend). Children engage in more sophisticated forms of play (e.g., complex
imaginative play) and greater prosocial behavior with their friends. Somewhat paradox-
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ically, preschoolers direct more affectionate and positive behaviors toward their friends
but also engage in more conflict with their friends than with nonfriend peers. Such
elevated levels of conflict probably arise because friends spend more time together than
do nonfriends. Conflict may also arise because there is greater emotion invested in the
interactions of friends, and such emotions can be difficult for young children to manage.
As children enter kindergarten, however, they are more likely to negotiate with friends
or adopt other strategies to keep conflict from escalating. They are also more capable of
maintaining friendships and allowing those relationships to recover from conflict (Gott-
man, 1983; Hartup, 1996; Parker & Gottman, 1989).

Teachers contribute to the value of friendships when they encou rage young children
to enjoy shared activities with friends (while remaining vigilant to the consistent exclu-
sion of other children who may wish to join them), helping children to recognize and
respond appropriately to the feelings of their friends, and assisting them in conflict reso-
lution. Teachers should also remain watchful for students, particularly near the end of
their preschool years, who seem to have formed few close relationships with their peers.
Because friendship is such an important predictor of social competence and school suc-
cess, problems in this area should be taken seriously.

Concluding Comments

There is no doubt that linguistic, literacy, numeracy, and other cognitive skills are essen-
tial to school achievement. To acquire the skills needed for success in a complex infor-
mation and technological society, children must master foundational cognitive skills
early in life. But the growth of the mind does not occur independently of other features
of early childhood development. Whether children are being home-schooled or tutored,
have extensive or no preschool experience, or are being educated in a private or public
primary grade school, learning is a social activity that involves skills for interacting with
others. Learning also enlists the motivational qualities of the self, particularly the child’s
curiosity and interest in discovering new things, and the confidence that he or she can
succeed in doing so. And because early childhood development depends so significantly
on close relationships, the quality of those relationships has significant implications for
how children learn. Our conclusion in this chapter is that school readiness and early
school achievement enlist significant social and emotional capacities that make early
learning a multifaceted process.

Such a conclusion is consistent with research in developmental neuroscience, which
indicates the developing brain is a highly integrated organ that does not have inde-
pendently functioning regions to govern cognition, emotion, sociability, and other
basic human capacities (see Eichenbaum, 2003; LeDoux, 1996). Rather, brain areas
are mutually influential, such that memory function and cognition are affected by the
individual’s experience of emotion and stress, and the growth of neurobiological self-
regulatory capacities in the prefrontal cortex has implications for cognitive, emotional,
attentional, and behavioral self-control (for a review, see Thompson, 2008). This means
that a focus on cognitive and linguistic skills alone, without concern for children’s social
and emotional functioning, risks undermining early learning by ignoring important
influences on cognitive growth, especially when children are in stressful or challeng-
ing living circumstances. Neurobiologically, as well as developmentally, early learning
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depends on socioemotional and motivational influences, and the cognitive capacities of
the child.

Such a conclusion is also consistent with emerging ideas from economics, par-
ticularly the economic science of human capital development (e.g., Cunha, Heckman,
Lochner, & Masterov, 2006; Heckman, 2007). Contrary to earlier work in this field,
which focused primarily on IQ as an index of early human capital relevant to workforce
capability, contemporary economists have devoted increased attention to the influence
of “noncognitive abilities,” including motivation, self-esteem, self-regulation, and per-
severance as important features of the human capital necessary for a skilled workforce.
According to these economists, these noncognitive abilities are also important contribu-
tors to early cognitive achievement, and have their origins in early childhood develop-
ment. '

Independent of whether schools should strive to foster children’s curiosity, self-
confidence, prosocial motivation, social skills, and ability to get along with others for
their own sake, therefore, a concern with early social and emotional competencies is
important to achieving even the core cognitive and linguistic outcomes of school achieve-
ment. This is especially true for children at greatest risk of educational failure, who help
to account for the early-emergent achievement gap and often live in troubled families,
dangerous neighborhoods, poverty, or other conditions of social and emotional chal-
lenge. As preschoolers, children from difficult and disadvantaged circumstances show
early learning problems coupled with emotional and behavioral difficulties and social
skills problems that make it difficult for them to get along with other children in the
classroom (Gilliam, 2008). As they enter the primary grades, these children are at great-
est risk of being identified as having behavioral problems that are associated with their
learning difficulties. To conclude that their school achievement problems are primarily
a matter of difficulty in literacy and numeracy skills misses how significantly the emo-
tional, behavioral, motivational, and self-related problems of these children undermine
the learning process.

School readiness is multifaceted and unfolds developmentally based on not only the
child’s competencies but also the support provided for healthy development in the family
and other social institutions that surround the young child. In this light, fostering early
school achievement is a matter of ensuring that young children have not only acquired
mental skills that prepare them for later learning but also the sense of self, competent
social skills, and supportive relationships that will help them succeed—and that fami-
lies, schools, and communities are well-prepared to help them with these accomplish-
ments.
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