Learning Life and Job Skills
in Preschool
A quality early childhood education
serves as a child’s first and best
job training program.
Sarah Feist and Alisha Melesky
Community contributors
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t’s back-to-school time! Some parents may
wonder if their preschooler is ready for
kindergarten.

In today’s fast moving, highly commercialized and demanding world, the way we regard school readiness is often centered around academic components. Current research in early
childhood education suggests that we must broaden our scope
to include social-emotional development when considering a
child’s potential future school success.
The importance of strong socio-emotional development has
become so apparent that people outside the early childhood
field have begun to take notice. Economist James Heckman,
author of “How Children Succeed,” became interested in why
specific job training helped some individuals become more successful and qualified in their positions and not others. During
his research he classified skills that set people apart as “soft
skills.” They involve things like concentration, communicating,
taking turns, thinking creatively, and solving problems. Heckman furthered his research and discovered that these skills are
learned during the preschool years.

Parents often consider preschool a happy place to make
friends, learn ABC’s, begin to separate from parents and play.
All of these things are very important, but what many people
don’t realize is that early childhood education actually serves as
a child’s first and best job training program. “Soft skills” are
not skills that all children naturally develop. Two- and threeyear-olds do not know how to play with each other or take turns
without lots of practice. Good preschools that intentionally
focus their energy on the child’s development of “soft skills”
provide children with the tools they need for success.
If parents want to make certain that their children experience
and practice this set of critical skills, they need to ask preschool
administrators and teachers specific questions to find out if a
program emphasizes academics, soft skills, or both. Some key
questions include: “How do you handle two kids arguing over a
toy?” “What are your main components of circle time instruction?” “How much free play time is offered?” “What are teachers doing during free play time?” If possible, parents should
observe free time station play to watch how teachers handle
disagreements, and structure play and learning opportunities.

Lessons on owning problems
Conflict resolution has been identified as one of the most
important skills for adults to have in their professional lives.
These skills are important for kids, too. Using conflict resolution skills at a young age helps kids learn how to encounter
other people, experience conflict and work through it without
hurting anyone. Resolving their own conflicts maybe daunting
at first for preschoolers, but they are important skills to practice. Teachers and caregivers need to let children “own” their
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Preschool teacher Erin Yost leads a learning moment at Child’s Play.
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Providing children with extensive opportunities to express themselves through art, dramatic play, construction and music allows them to cultivate soft skills while playing.
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Making of a
Preschool
A quality preschool should offer a
multitude of opportunities to learn
through play and exploration.
It’s time to get back to letting kids be kids in order to
help them develop the skills that will be most beneficial
to them throughout their lives. Here are some attributes
to look for when selecting a quality preschool program:

Open-ended art provides children with ample opportunities to be creative while communicating with one another.
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problems.
Preschool teachers, who are intentionally aware of the
importance of conflict resolution, don’t police situations or use
force-sharing to resolve problems for kids. Good early childhood practice prides itself on modeling appropriate interactions
to help children stand up for themselves, communicate their
feelings, and resolve their own problems. Telling children to
“Be nice,” and “Share,” does not actually teach children effective ways to resolve conflicts. These skills take practice in order
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16 September 2013

for children to use them effectively. Graduating from preschool
with strong conflict resolution skills is as important as knowing
how to read, and the best time for acquiring these skills is during the early childhood years. Entering formal schooling with
positive assertiveness provides kids with the skills they need to
stand up for themselves in a new school environment.

Balancing social-emotional and academic skills
Other key soft skills children have the capacity to develop
include the ability to pay attention, complete a task, express
creativity and be open to new experiences. Providing children
with extensive opportunities to express themselves through art,
dramatic play, construction, and music allows them to cultivate
soft skills while playing. Quality preschools use stealthy teaching during free play to cultivate these skills. Instead of immediately saying “NO!,” when children combine toys from different
sets, you might ask, “What’s your plan?” When a child is experimenting with cause and effect, facilitate by asking, “What
would happen if. . .”
While soft skills should be a priority, academic components
do have their place in early childhood. The catch is that these
learning opportunities must be designed to unfold naturally;
they must make direct connections to the child’s life. When
teaching kids about apples, there must be apples in the classroom. Putting real apples in their hands gives hands-on learning experiences with concepts including weighing, floating,
fractions, sorting, patterns and much more. Showing young

children a picture of an apple or coloring an apple is not a
meaningful learning experience. The kind of “drill and skill”
programs that are focused on “getting kids ready for kindergarten” are actually less effective than those programs that target
social-emotional and academic skills in a balanced way.
As principal Jenny Nauman mentioned in July’s issue of
Lewes Life, kindergartners are now expected to be able to
write eight related sentences prior to first grade promotion.
There is no doubt the academic stakes are higher and so early
development of soft skills helps children manage the stress and
pressure that accompanies these high academic demands.
The skills learned from attending a quality preschool program can help to ensure a successful future. It isn’t the conquest
for your child to become an early reader, and recite letters or
numbers. It is the “soft skills” that have been found to have
the greatest impact on later success in school and life beyond.
As you prepare to send your children back to school, keep the
development of these skills in mind; and provide your children
with opportunities to learn and practice them. They are skills
that will serve them well for a lifetime.
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• Play and learning should be synonymous. Teachers
should teach through playful interaction with children.
• There should be lots of opportunities for free choice
so children can participate in activities that are of high
interest to them.
• Several different kinds of construction materials
should be available each day.
• Music should be apart of the regular classroom
routine. Children should be able to listen to music, play
instruments, and sing.
• Classrooms should be filled with books that are
accessible to children.
• Art materials should be out and available so that
children can express themselves freely. It is more about
the process than the product.
• Long periods of play should be a part of the routine.
• Materials should reflect what is being taught. They
should be authentic and tangible. —Sarah Feist and
Alisha Melesky

Sarah Feist and Alisha Melesky are co-owners of Child’s Play in
Lewes. The small preschool and childcare center offers a nurturing,
educational environment for children to play, learn and grow.
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