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Introduction to the DEY Mobilizing Kit 
Parents and teachers across the country are concerned about what is happening in their 
school’s early childhood classrooms.  In many schools, our youngest children (ages birth 
to 8 or 3rd grade) are exposed to: 

 push-down academics and teaching strategies that are inappropriate for      
children of their age;  

 an emphasis on testing;  

 fewer opportunities to explore and learn through play;  

 and, recently, the impact of the Common Core State Standards, resulting          
in   the teaching of specific facts and skills by a certain age, often through                    
direct instruction.   

Defending the Early Years (DEY) seeks to rally parents and educators to take action on 
these policies affecting the education of young children, by encouraging them to speak  
out with well-reasoned arguments against inappropriate standards, assessments, and 
classroom practices. 

This Mobilizing Kit includes: 

Resources 
 Information about applying for a DEY Action Grant 
 Fact Sheet on the Common Core 

 Six Reasons to Reject Common Core State Standards for Grades K-3 
 Six Principles to Guide Policy 

 When Kindergarten Testing is Out of Hand (courtesy of the Alliance for Childhood) 

 
How to plan and host a successful informational meeting 

 Steps to take before, during and after the meeting 
 Power Point presentation, “Young Children in Jeopardy,” to show at                    

the meeting 
 Flyer to advertise the meeting 
 Sample email to promote the meeting 
 Sample meeting agendas 
 Meeting sign-in sheet 
 How to write an effective letter to the editor or to decision-makers 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is the problem? 
In many early childhood classrooms, the current emphasis on standards and testing has led to a focus on 
assessing children at the expense of meeting their developmental needs and teaching them meaningful 
content.  Increased academic demands have led to the loss of play and activity-based, hands-on           
experiences that young children need in order to lay the foundation for later school success.  The over-use 
of standards and assessment stifles children's natural love of learning, their opportunity to develop          
imagination, critical thinking, and creative problem solving skills.  Worst of all, the heaviest burden from  
this premature academic focus falls on children who live in poverty and who attend schools in low-income 
communities. 

What is the answer? 
1. Eliminate labeling and ranking of children based on standardized tests.   
2. Use assessments that are ongoing and evolving and connected closely to observations of        

children, their development and learning, and to a child-centered curriculum.  
3. Provide classrooms where teachers engage in well-thought out and intentional extensions/

expansions of children’s play and learning in ways that demonstrate knowledge and respect for 
each child’s uniqueness.  

4. Provide children with literacy experiences that include storytelling, quality children’s literature, and  
dramatic reenactments that grow out of their experiences rather than activities that isolate and drill   
discrete skills.  

5. See and appreciate what children can do and understand without focusing on learning everything  
earlier.   

6. Provide a school environment that respects the language and culture of children and their families, 
encourages families to take ownership, and insures that their history and experiences are included 
and valued. 

7. Offer school schedules that provide ample time for families and school personnel to meet and 
work together. 

8. Realize the critical role of early childhood teachers, whose work is as important as that of those 
who teach PhD candidates, and compensate them as such.  

9. Remember that children are intrinsically active learners from the time they are born and that          
learning happens in and out of a school building in unique ways.  

10. Provide children and families with access to high quality, affordable child care and after-school 
care. 

 
What can we do together? 
Take this information to your neighbor, children’s teachers, parent groups, school board and legislative 
bodies.  Ask them to support efforts to bring best practice back to the education of young children. Stay 
informed and involved with the organizations that advocate for young children - such as Defending the         
Early Years (deyproject.org), Alliance for Childhood (allianceforchildhood.org), Save Our Schools 
(saveourschoolsmarch.org) and Parents Across America (parentsacrossamerica.org). 
 
What can families do at home? 

 Provide young children with space and time to play at home and in the neighborhood.   

 Read good quality children’s books and limit screen time. 

 Resist reinforcing the school’s agenda - drilling for skills - and replace it with opportunities for 
meaningful learning.  
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PLANNING AN EFFECTIVE MEETING 

First Steps 

1. Clarify your message.  Come up with three or four sentences that clearly state 
your position and your concerns.  What are you FOR, as well as what are you against? 

2. Decide on the purpose of the meeting?  Are you hoping to pull together a core 
group of concerned parents/educators who will help your spread the word or do you 
want to reach decision-makers, such as school principals, superintendents, members 
of the school board, elected officials?  The tone of the meeting will be different if you 
are “preaching to the choir” or if you are starting a conversation with decision-makers 
who may either not be as informed as you are or who may have different opinions. 

3. Choose a date and time.  Consider holding two meetings – one during the day and 
one in the evening to encourage more participation. If you are targeting parents or 
teachers, check the school calendar to be sure that your meeting doesn’t conflict with a 
big school event, a day with no classes, conference days, etc. Give yourself enough 
time to publicize the meeting. 

4. Choose a location.  Consider a “ neutral”  place, such as a room at the public     
library, a meeting place at a school or town hall, or even at a local coffee shop,              
especially if you are inviting people whom you don’t know.  If you are inviting people 
you know, such as parents of your children’s classmates, it’s fine to hold the meeting  
at your home. 

5. Arrange for any AV equipment that you might need, such as a microphone.  If 
you are going to show a Power Point presentation, have a computer with Power Point 
software installed available, as well as a place to show it, such as a screen or blank 
wall. Be sure that you (or someone else) knows how to run it!  In fact, do a run through 
well before the meeting starts.  
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Publicize the Meeting 

1. Compose an email briefly explaining your concerns (see sample email in this 
kit), announcing the meeting, and mentioning the location, time, and date.  Ask people 
who receive it to pass it on to friends (“guerilla marketing” such as this is crucial!). Decide 
if you want people to RSVP, send regrets, or just show up. 

2. Publicize on social media.  Start a Facebook page or website. (Weebly, 
www.weebly.com, is a simple website design program). 

3. Blog at www.blogger.com; http://wordpress.com or www.blogspot.com. 

4. Start a Twitter account. Sign up for Twitter at www.twitter.com. 

5. Post signs about the meeting at your school, grocery store, or other public          
location (sample enclosed in this kit). 

6. Make personal phone calls to key participants. 

7. Publicize in your school print or online newsletter. 

8. Publicize in your local print or online newsletter such as Patch (visit www.patch.com 
to find yours). They are often hungry for local news.  

 

The Day of  the Meeting 

1. Check the set-up of the room. Are there enough (or too many) chairs?              
Are the microphone and projector working? Is there water for the speakers?  Do you 
have handouts, sign-in sheets, and printed agendas? Do you need to put up signs near 
the entrance to direct people to the correct room? Are you offering refreshments, water, 
and/or coffee? 

2. Arrange for someone to take minutes. 

3. Arrange for someone else to take a few photos. 
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At the Meeting 

1. Begin the meeting on time.  Announce the time you plan to end the meeting.   

2. Introductions. Thank people for coming. If the group is small enough, ask         
people to introduce themselves and perhaps, for parents, to mention the schools, grades, 
and/or ages of their children or for educators, their schools and what age/grade they 
teach.  If it’s a larger group, perhaps ask for a show of hands – how many are parents?  
How many are teachers? 

3. State the purpose of the meeting and give an overview of the agenda. 

4. Establish the rules of order. How will questions be asked – written or raise hands? 
Will there be a time limit on responses? 

5. Maintain focus.  If someone goes off on a tangent, keep the conversation                
on track. 

6. At the end of the meeting, summarize all decisions and tasks.  

7. Assign action items. 

8. Schedule a follow-up meeting, if required.  

9. End on time                

 

 

After the Meeting 

1. Send minutes of the meeting within a couple of days.  Be sure to include the date, time, 
and location of the next meeting.  Add bullet points of next steps and who has volun-
teered to do them. 

2. Send brief updates of anything that has been accomplished between the meetings. 

3. Publicize a summary of the meeting (see “Publicize the Meeting” section).  Send a photo 
of the meeting to your local print or online newsletter, summarizing what was discussed.   
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To show at your meeting, a Power Point presentation,           
entitled “Young Children in Jeopardy: The Growing Crisis in 
Early Childhood Education,” is available: 

 on the Defending the Early Years website                             
             (http://deyproject.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/dey-power-point-presentation-4-2.pptx) 

 

 on You Tube (www.youtube.com/watch?v=SwsTO6pIO-g) 

 
If you need a DVD version of the Power Point, please contact 
DEY Executive Director, Geralyn Bywater McLaughlin at 
geralynbywater@gmail.com 
 
This presentation effectively highlights the problem and      
suggests what advocates can do about it. 

 



 

 

As a parent or teacher, are you worried about inappropriate  
early childhood education policies in your school, such as 
 Push-down academics? 

 Too much testing? 

 Too little time for play? 
 The impact of the Common Core State Standards? 

 

Come to a 

DEFENDING THE EARLY YEARS 

INFORMATIONAL MEETING 
Date: ____________________  Time:_______________
   

Location:______________________________________
   

As concerned parents and teachers, we are worried about the impact of 
these policies and procedures on the healthy growth and development of 
our young children. We are forming an advocacy committee to study the 
effects of these policies and to find ways to make our concerns known. 
Please come! 

For more information, please contact:  

______________________________________   



 

 

 

 

 

Sample Email To Fellow Parents or Teachers 

Subject: Concerned about our kindergarten--too little play and too much 1st grade-like 
work? Come to an Informational Meeting on Monday, May 1 at 7 pm 

Dear Kindergarten Parents, 

As a parent of a kindergartner at Springfield Elementary, are you worried about                   
inappropriate early childhood education policies at our school, such as: 

 Push-down academics? 

 Too much testing? 

 Too little time for play? 

 The impact of the Common Core State Standards? 

My kindergartner, William, already “hates school” --and it pains me to see thiis happening 
to him. 

As concerned parents, let’s meet together to discuss our mutual concerns. Perhaps we 
can work together to explore ways to make these concerns known.  

Please come to an informational meeting at the Springfield Public Library (1234 Oak 
St.) on Monday, May 1 from 7 to 8:30 pm.   

If you are interested in attending this session, please reply to this email or call me at           
555-555-5555.  We encourage you to pass this email on to others and to bring interested 
family and friends to this meeting. 

I look forward to seeing you on Monday, May 1.       
If you have any questions, please contact me. 

Sincerely, Mary Smith, Parent of Two Springfield       
Elementary Students, William (K) and Kaitlyn (3rd), 
marysmith@gmail.com  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample Agenda  
(For a meeting for like-minded parents and teachers) 

 
I. Welcome and introductions (if the group is small enough, nice to go around the room 

and have everyone introduce themselves, including, for parents, the schools and     
ages/grades of their kids and for teachers, their schools and ages/grades they teach) 

 
II. Brief overview of the issues (and why you have brought them together today) 
 
III. DEY Power Point 
 
IV. Parents (Teachers) tell their stories: Specific examples of the impact of these 

policies on our young children Parents talk about their own children and          
teachers about their students. (Arrange for a few colleagues to start the conversation 
off with their own stories) 

 
V. Brainstorming session – What can we do? 
 
A. Available alternatives (Have several suggestions available, such as a letter-

writing campaign, letters to the editor, attend school board meetings, meet with        
superintendent, petition, opt out of testing, “play-in” at the school board) 

  
B. Make a plan. (Set priorities; what will we do first, second, third?  What’s a           

long-term plan? Get volunteers to commit to specific jobs. Make sure that you have  
up-to-date contact info 

 
VI. Set the date for the next follow-up meeting 
 
VII. Adjournment 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample Agenda for a Meeting with Decision-Makers  
(who may not yet share your point of view) 

 

I. Welcome and introductions (if the group is small enough, it’s nice to go 
around the room and have everyone introduce themselves) 

II. Brief overview of the issues (why have you invited them here today/ what 
specifically concerns you) 

III. DEY Power Point 

IV. Parents (and/or Teachers) tell their stories: Specific examples of the impact 
of these policies on our young children Parents talk about their own          
children and teachers about their students. (Arrange for a few colleagues to start 
the conversation off with their own stories) 

V. Discussion Session: How can we provide appropriate early childhood          
education at our school, while adhering to mandates? 

VI. Adjournment 
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How to Write an Effective Letter to the Editor,             
Superintendent, Principal, or School Board 

State your point of view concisely and clearly in the first paragraph. 

Focus on one —or at the most, two—important points.   

Use verified facts from credible sources. Never overstate or exaggerate your case, as 
this can make everything else you’ve written suspect. 

State what you are FOR, not just what you oppose. 

Use personal stories—these can be very powerful. 

Do not make gross generalizations, using words like “everyone” and “all.” 

Do not attack specific groups or people, unless you can support your claims with facts 
or data. Never use insults or name-calling. 

Keep your letter short (one page, if possible), clear, 
and concise. 

Be sure to sign your name and to include your contact 
information. 
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Apply for a Defending the Early Years 
Mini-Grant (from $200-$500) 

Applications will be reviewed on an ongoing basis and up to          
20 awards will be granted (depending on grant sizes). 
 
Possible actions include, but are not limited to: 
 

 Hosting a parent information meeting 

 Organizing a Call Your Legislator Day 

 Spearheading a letter-writing campaign to politicians 

 Organizing a “Play-In” at the local school board 

 Publicizing an “Opt Out” campaign 

 Hosting a viewing and conversation of chapter or two 

from the videos “A Year at Mission Hill;” or “When a 

Child Pretends” from the Sarah Lawrence Series 

 Holding an Open Forum for community members and 

stakeholders  

 Whatever else you may think of… 
 

The application is available on the DEY website: 
www.deyproject.org/early-childhood-activitist-toolkit/ 



 

 

 

 
 

This document will help teachers and parents understand why the Common Core State          
Standards (CCSS) are inappropriate for  Kindergarten - 3rd Grade, and will also help teachers 
and parents advocate against the CCSS - and for policies and classroom practices that will  
best meet the needs of young children.  

SIX REASONS TO REJECT CCSS FOR GRADES K-3 
 

1.  Many of  the Kindergarten - 3rd Grade CCSS are developmentally                         
inappropriate, and are not based on well-researched child development 
knowledge about how young children learn. 1, 2 
The CCSS for young children were developed by mapping backwards from what is required at 
high school graduation to the early years.  This has led to standards that: 

 list discrete skills, facts and knowledge that do not match how young children          
develop, think or learn; 

 require young children to learn facts and skills for which they are not ready;   
 are often taught by teacher-led, didactic instruction instead of the experiential,           

play-based activities and learning young children need; 1, 2, 12   
 devalue the whole child and the importance of social-emotional development, play, 

art, music, science and physical development. 
 
An example of a developmentally inappropriate Common Core standard for kindergarten is one 
that requires children to “read emergent reader texts with purpose and understanding.”  Many 
young children are not developmentally ready to read in kindergarten and there is no research to 
support teaching reading in kindergarten. There is no research showing long-term advantages to 
reading at age five compared to reading at age six or seven.6 

2.  Many of  the skills mandated by the CCSS  erroneously assume that all  
children develop and learn skills at the same rate and in the same way.  
Decades of child development research and theory from many disciplines (cognitive and develop-
mental psychology, neuroscience, medicine and education) show how children progress at        
different rates and in different ways.  For example, the average age that children start walking is 
12 months.  Some children begin walking as early as nine months and others not until 15 months 
- and all of this falls within a normal range. Early walkers are not better walkers than later walkers. 
A second example is that the average age at which children learn to read independently is 6.5 
years.  Some begin as early as four years and some not until age seven or later - and all of this 
falls within the normal range.5 Research has shown that children who score well on early intelli-
gence tests have only a 40% correlation with later achievement tests results3 and that one-third of 
the brightest incoming third graders score below average prior to kindergarten.4 

 
The CCSS are measured using frequent and inappropriate assessments – this includes high-
stakes tests, standardized tests, and computer-administered assessments. States are required    
to use computer-based tests (such as PARCC) to assess CCSS. This is leading to mandated  
computer use at an early age and the misallocation of funds to purchase computers and network-
ing systems in school districts that are already underfunded. 
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3.  Early childhood educators did not participate in the development of                 
the standards. 
The CCSS do not comply with the internationally and nationally recognized protocol for writing  
professional standards. They were written without due process, transparency, or participation by  
knowledgeable parties. Two committees made up of 135 people wrote the standards - and not one of 
them was a K-3 classroom teacher or early childhood education professional.  When the CCSS were 
first released, more than 500 early childhood professionals signed a Joint Statement opposing the 
standards on the grounds that they would lead to long hours of direct instruction; more standardized 
testing; and would crowd out highly important active, play-based learning.          All of this has come to 
pass. Notably, this important Joint Statement was not even reported in the “summary of public feed-
back” posted on the Core Standards website.11    

 
4.  There is a lack of  research to support the current early childhood CCSS.  
The standards were not pilot tested and there is no provision for ongoing     
research or review of  their impact on children and on early childhood            
education. 
The CCSS do not build on what is known from earlier long-term studies such as the Perry Preschool 
Project, the Abecedarian Project, the Abbott Schools of NJ, or Chicago Parent Child Centers which 
demonstrate what works for young children.7, 10 There is no convincing research showing that certain 
skills or bits of knowledge such as counting to 100 in kindergarten or being able to “tell and write time 
in hours and half-hours using analog and digital clocks in first grade” will lead to later success in 
school. There was no research on how to effectively train teachers on implementing the CCSS.  
 
5.  The standards do not take into account what young children today need 
when they get to school.  Children need play in school now more than ever. 
They need teachers who are skilled facilitators of  play so the solid                   
foundations can be laid in the early school years for optimal learning in the 
later years.  
Many of today’s children are over-exposed to electronics and screens.14 Many of them  are overly 
scheduled and lack opportunities for sustained, unstructured, free play and especially outdoor/
nature play.8, 9, 14   
These conditions have led to reduced play opportunities for many children, which has, in turn, led 
to deficiencies in many of the essential foundational skills that develop through play: executive 
functioning, self-control, persistence, creativity, problem-solving, flexibility, attention span, and 
ability to call on stored knowledge when needed.15, 16, 17 
 
6. The adoption of  CCSS falsely implies that making children learn these 
standards will combat the impact of  poverty on development and learning, 
and create equal educational opportunity for all children.  
The U.S. is the wealthiest nation in the world and has the highest child poverty rate among industrial-
ized nations.18 Corporate-style reformers would have us believe that we can solve the problem of pov-
erty by mandating the teaching of basic skills in our nation’s schools. But schools cannot solve all of 
the problems created by societal factors that exist outside of school walls. While we do not have all 
the answers, years of research tell us that schools, while important,   cannot solve all the disad-

vantages created by poverty.19  In fact, during the last decade of “education reform” 
- increased standards and testing, more accountability and data gathering - the           
inequalities in our education system have increased24 and the child poverty rate  
has grown.25 
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SIX PRINCIPLES TO GUIDE POLICY 
 

1.  Young children learn through active, direct experiences and play.20 
Young children learn best through active learning experiences within meaningful contexts.  They 
need materials that can be used in multiple ways and allow for hands-on exploration and problem 
solving. They need dynamic, ongoing relationships with teachers who understand child develop-
ment, can build onto and extend their hands-on activities, and provide well-thought out education-
al experiences that demonstrate knowledge of and respect for each child. The teachers must be 
able to create time in the schedule to promote these active experiences between children, as 
peer interactions play a crucial role in cognitive learning and social-emotional development. 
 
 
2.  Children learn skills and concepts at different times, rates, and paces.  
Every child is unique.5, 26 

Every child possesses a unique personality, temperament, family relationship and cultural     
background. Each has different interests, experiences and approaches to learning. Each child 
perceives and approaches the world differently, often taking different routes to reach the same 
ends. Thus, all children need learning experiences that take into account, support and build onto 
who they are as individuals.   
 
 
3.  Young children learn best when their cognitive, social,  motional, and 
physical selves become highly engaged in the learning process.   
Active learning experiences and play engage multiple aspects of the child’s capacities simultane-
ously. A curriculum focused on academic standards and goals compartmentalizes learning in 
ways that are not natural for young children. Hands-on, play-based, experiential learning engages 
the whole child and strengthens and supports young children’s intellectual dispositions and their 
innate thirst for better, fuller, and deeper understanding of their own experiences. 27  
 
 
4.  Assessments of  young children should be observational in nature,                   
ongoing, and connected to curriculum and teaching.  They should take into 
account the broad-based nature of  young children’s learning, not isolated 
skills, and the natural  developmental variation in all areas of  young                   
children’s growth  and development. 
Assessment methods should be developmentally appropriate, culturally and linguistically          
responsive, tied to children’s daily activities, supported by professional development, inclusive of 
families, and connected to specific, beneficial purposes: (1) making sound decisions about    
teaching and learning, (2) identifying concerns that may require focused intervention for individual 
children, and (3) helping programs improve their educational and developmental interventions.21   
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Assessments in early childhood should be as infrequent as possible to maintain high program 
quality.  Standardized tests are highly unreliable for children younger than 3rd grade and should 
not be used in early childhood settings.10, 13, 28 The linking of test scores to teacher evaluation or 
to program evaluation leads to an increase in standards and test-based instruction, and less de-
velopmentally appropriate play-based, experiential education.   

Administrators need to emphasize quality educational experiences and teaching, not test scores 
in the early years.10  

 
5. The problems of  inequality and child poverty need to be addressed            
directly. 
Almost one quarter of our nation’s children live in poverty.18 We need to do what other developed 
nations do which is to ensure that all of their children have health care, housing, and basic needs  
met for economic security and well being. Then we must fund our schools equitably, by giving  
more money to the schools and students where needs are greatest, which are most commonly 
schools in low-income neighborhoods. Educational funds should not be distributed to states 
based on their acceptance of specific education reforms, such as we have seen in the last            
decade. If we begin to redress some of the profound inequalities that exist for children in the U.S. 
today, this will be the surest way to genuinely improve schools and overall well-being and               
success for all of the nation’s children.  

 

6.  Quality early childhood education with well-prepared teachers is the best 
investment a society can make in its future. 
Research shows that early childhood education enhances the life prospects of children and has a 
high benefit-cost ratio and rate of return for society’s investment. The Perry Preschool Project, a 
major longitudinal study of a quality preschool education program, showed that investment in high
-quality preschool education improved the lives of those who were in the program and paid           
handsome returns to society. Building a strong foundation for learning in the early years is            
especially crucial for disadvantaged children.22 
 
The United States ranks twenty-fourth among wealthy nations in providing availability and quality 
of early childhood education.23 Committing to high quality early childhood education with well-
prepared teachers is a crucial first step our nation can take in reducing the achievement gaps           
between rich and poor children and improving the lives of children. 
 
 

 

 

 

Defending the Early Years (DEY) is a non-profit project of the Survival Education Fund, Inc. 
- a 501(c) 3 educational organization.  DEY would like to thank                        
the Gesell Institute of Child Development for their assistance                              
in creating this document. 
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“Vision without action 
is only dreaming,    
action without vision 
is only passing time, 
but vision with            
action can change 
the world.” 

- Nelson Mandela 


