
Small children should
be left as free as
lambs, to run out of
doors, to be free and
happy, and should be
allowed the most fa-
vorable opportunities

to lay the foundation for sound con-
stitutions.”1 For more than 100 years,
this statement has been the authorita-
tive counsel for Seventh-day Advent-
ist parents and educators. Early child-
hood education and group care
(ECEC) have not been part of the
conventional Adventist paradigm.
Many times, the question has been
asked:“Are we working in opposition
to biblical and Spirit of Prophecy
counsel when we promote the opera-
tion of ECEC programs?”

Although I am an early childhood
educator and coordinator for the
early childhood education and care
division of a union conference, I still
concur with the traditional Adventist
belief that young children, prior to
entrance into formal schooling,
should be in the home, taught and
cared for by loving parents.

Empirical Backing for Adventist
Traditions

As with other traditional Advent-
ist teachings, empirical research con-
sistently authenticates the wisdom of
our heritage. Both past and current
research reveal that children who stay
at home between birth and 8 years of
age, cared for and taught by a loving
and attentive mother and father, are
more successful and balanced in all
areas of life than those children who
do not have the same early environ-
ment.2

According to David Elkind, pro-
fessor of child development at Tufts
University,“children who receive aca-
demic instruction too early—gener-
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ally before age six or
seven—are often put
at risk. . . taught the
wrong things at the
wrong time. . . , ” per-
manently damaging
children’s belief in their
abilities, reducing their
“natural eagerness to
learn,” and blocking their
“natural gifts and talents.”3

Edward Zigler, co-founder
of Head Start and current
Sterling Professor Emeritus
of Psychology at Yale Uni-
versity, concurs:“There is a
large body of evidence indi-

cating that there is little if anything to
be gained by exposing middle-class
children to early education.”4

Rebecca Marcon, a developmental
psychologist and a professor of psy-
chology at the University of North
Florida, has concluded from research
that “[c]hildren’s… long-term prog-
ress may be slowed by . . . [introduc-
ing] formalized learning experiences
too early for most children’s develop-
mental status. Pushing children too
soon may actually backfire when
children move into the later elemen-
tary school grades and are required to
think more independently and take
on greater responsibility for their
own learning process.”5

Recent research on the effects of
time spent in childcare demonstrates
that smaller care settings are much
more beneficial for the young child
than larger, institutionalized set-
tings—regardless of the adult/child
ratio.According to empirical research,
home-based and faith-based centers
do indeed provide higher-quality care
and nurture, which in turn enhances
children’s social, emotional, and aca-
demic success.6

In other words, no research sup-
ports the assumption that enrolling
middle-class and upper-class children
in preschool will increase their aca-
demic, emotional, and social skills. In

fact, it may produce negative out-
comes.

Society Versus Family
Unfortunately, for the vast major-

ity of children, the ideal scenario of
care by one or both parents in the
home is not a reality. Over the past
century, diverse sociological and po-
litical factors have had a huge impact
on families and child-raising.These
include increased mobility and immi-
gration, nuclear families, high divorce
rates, teenage pregnancy and single
parenthood, societal disdain for
“women’s work,” better-educated
mothers with demanding careers,
anti-family legislation and taxation,
wars and natural disasters, the high
cost of living, the change from an in-
dustrial to a service economy, promis-
cuity, the increasing gap between rich
and poor, and over-indulgence in
pleasure-seeking behaviors.

These trends have led to the dis-
integration of the traditional family
structure and made it more difficult
for people to care for their children
at home.Although childcare advo-
cates see these trends as creating a de-
mand for universal early childhood
education, Public Agenda found that
“parents of young children believe
that having a full-time parental pres-
ence at home is what’s best for very
young children and it is what most
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would prefer for their own family.”7

Without question, the intact home
where family members can provide
love, training, and protection during
the earliest years remains the ideal
educational environment.

The Early Childhood Education
Frenzy

Although a child’s formative years
are the responsibility of the parents
and extended family, the reality of so-
cietal trends has placed a heavy bur-
den upon schools and social struc-
tures. Politicians, corporations, teacher
unions, and professional organizations
have seized upon the results of three
studies purporting to show profound
and long-term benefits from quality
early childhood education. However,
the results of these studies cannot be
generalized to all American families,
as the demographics of the partici-
pants were not representative of the
larger population.8

In addition, the environments
were not representative, as they in-
cluded home visits, individualized ed-
ucation activities, and teacher/child
ratios of 1:5.All three studies con-
centrated on severely disadvantaged
minority children, some at risk for
retarded mental performance. Fur-
thermore, the studies have not been
replicated with a broader cross-sec-

tion of young children.9

As a result of these over-publi-
cized studies, the changing social
structure of families, working parents,
parental concern about their chil-
dren’s perceived academic deficien-
cies, language barriers, behavioral dis-
turbances, test scores, and socialization
skills,“experts” have convinced many
parents that they need to enroll their
young children in out-of-home care
for early educational opportunities.10

Benefits of Early Learning Environ-
ments

Both public and private entities
have responded by recommending re-
liable, high-quality, safe, and instruc-
tive care for young children.The
term “developmentally appropriate
practice” (DAP) has become a cliche
signifying the necessity to provide
both education and care.

A developmentally appropriate
preschool environment can provide
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long-term benefits if the program is
not overly academic. Developmental
appropriateness has two dimensions:
age and individualization. Experts in
child development have produced a
framework that teachers can use to
shape the learning environment and
plan appropriate experiences.These
programs seek to promote physical,
emotional, social, and cognitive devel-
opment that is appropriate for the age
of the child.

Individual appropriateness focuses
on enhancing children’s abilities
while also challenging their interests,
understanding, and critical-thinking
skills. Factors to be considered in-
clude the child’s individual pattern
and timing of growth, personality,
learning style, coping skills, and fam-
ily background.

The benefits of DAP have been
verified repeatedly by developmental
psychologists and educational re-
searchers. Many of these were enu-
merated by Marcon in her 2002
quasi-experimental follow-up study:11

• A positive classroom climate that
is conducive to children’s healthy
emotional development;

• Lower levels of exhibited stress
and greater motivation to learn;

• Increased comprehension and
verbal skills, greater creativity, and
higher levels of cognitive functioning;

• Higher achievement scores
throughout their primary grade years;
and 

• Smoother transitions from pri-
mary to later elementary grades with
academic gains holding constant.

The preschool teacher’s role is
critical—he or she must plan, ob-
serve, and guide learning through di-
rect instruction, environmental sup-
port, appropriate materials, and
thoughtful questioning strategies.
“Without a nurturing, playful, re-
sponsive environment, an academic
focus may diminish children’s engage-
ment and motivation. But a ‘child-
centered’ environment that lacks in-
tellectual challenges also falls short of
what curious young learners de-
serve.”12 Young children’s academic
aptitude can be significantly shaped if

the teacher focuses and individualizes
the environment and activities in the
areas of organization, coordination,
cooperation, and independence.

Adventist Early Childhood 
Education

How do the studies cited above
relate to Adventist preschools? It will
be helpful to review the goals of Ad-
ventist education at this point. Ellen
White wrote that “the purpose of ed-
ucation is to qualify [children] for
usefulness in this life and for the fu-
ture life in the kingdom of God.”13

Elaborating on this, the North Amer-
ican Division (NAD) Office of Edu-

cation published this philosophy
statement in their Journey to Excel-
lence document:

“Adventist education seeks to de-
velop a life of faith in God and re-
spect for the dignity of all human be-
ings; to build character akin to that
of the Creator; to nurture thinkers
rather than mere reflectors of others’
thoughts; to promote loving service
rather than selfish ambition; to ensure
maximum development of each indi-
vidual’s potential; and to embrace all
that is true, good, and beautiful.”14

The Pacific Union Conference
Education Code provides more de-
tail:“The primary aim of Seventh-
day Adventist education is to provide
opportunity for students to accept
Christ as their Savior, to allow the
Holy Spirit to transform their lives,
and to fulfill the commission of
preaching the gospel to all the world.
Seventh-day Adventist education has
a two-fold mission.The school’s pri-
mary role is to educate and to spiri-
tually strengthen Seventh-day Ad-
ventist youth. In addition, the school
is to serve as a mission outreach to
the community.”15

Responsibility
In order to help meet the needs

of society and to fulfill the gospel
commission, Seventh-day Adventists
have a responsibility to offer appro-
priate instruction and to lead children
to Christ.We have been counseled
that “as soon as the child is capable of
forming an idea and reasoning, his
education should begin.”16 Long ago,
the Adventist Church recognized the
need to support families in training
young children to become “useful, re-
spected, and beloved members of so-
ciety here, and give them a moral fit-
ness for the society of the pure and
holy hereafter.”17 Hence,Adventists

instituted programs such as Sabbath
school, church schools,Vacation Bible
School,Adventurers, and Pathfinders.

In 1904, Mrs.White expressed
deep concern for young children
who were not being properly disci-
plined and trained within their home
environments. Such children, she be-
lieved, were not provided with the
proper foundation for the future.18

On January 14 of that year, Mrs.
White met with the church school
board at Elmshaven, Sanitarium, Cali-
fornia. She acknowledged that “chil-
dren surrounded by these unfortunate
conditions are indeed to be pitied. If
not afforded an opportunity for
proper training outside the home,
they are debarred from many privi-
leges that, by right, every child should
enjoy. . . God desires us to deal with
these problems sensibly.”19 “[H]ere is a
work that must be done for the fami-
lies. . . .They will learn in school that
which they frequently do not learn
out of school, except by associa-
tion.”20

When board members questioned
her previous statement about the
need for children to be as “free as

A developmentally appropriate pre-
school environment can provide long-
term benefits if the program is not
overly academic.
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lambs,” she answered:“God wants us
all to have common sense, and He
wants us to reason from common
sense. Circumstances alter conditions.
Circumstances change the relation of
things.”21

In these comments, Mrs.White
was referring to the care and educa-
tional needs of children between the
ages of 7 and 10 years. However, the
philosophy applies to younger children
as well:The church must be ever vig-
ilant to assist in the upbringing and
training of its youngest members. In
the 21st century, lifestyle choices and
ever-increasing economic demands
have placed families in peril. Using
biblical principles, mature members
must provide guidance and counsel
for the less mature as they “hand one
another along.”22 In addition, the
church needs to help its young fami-
lies who are struggling to provide the
type of home environment most suit-
able for the indoctrination of biblical
values and principles.

This does not mean that every

Seventh-day Adventist church and/or
school should operate a childcare
program. However, it does mean that
congregations should assist their
struggling members, being willing to
teach and care for them, and seeking
to serve them.23

Mrs.White encouraged the
church to “carry a burden for the
lambs of the flock. Let the children
be educated and trained to do service
for God, for they are the Lord’s her-
itage.”24 “[C]hildren who have been
rightly educated. . . will in their sim-
plicity. . . do a work in the proclama-

tion of the truth which the older
workers cannot do.”25

A Call to Action
Matthew 19:14 and Luke 18:16

(KJV) both record Jesus saying “suffer
the little children to come unto me
and forbid them not.”This implies
that every child deserves to learn
about Him.Thus, He placed a long-
ing within the hearts of certain indi-
viduals (myself included) to pick up
the seemingly impossible task of car-
ing for and guiding young children to
Himself.
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“Christ’s method alone will give
true success in reaching the people .
. . . He showed His sympathy for
them, ministered to their needs, and
won their confidence.Then He bade
them, ‘Follow Me.’”26 This is where
Christ-centered early childhood edu-
cation and care must begin.To lov-
ingly care for another person’s child
provides a sacred opportunity to
build strong bonds of trust and confi-
dence between teacher and parent.
Through this medium, the gospel of
Jesus Christ is taught and lived in the
hope that the children’s parents will
heed the call of Christ.Through the
faithful work of Adventist teachers
and administrators with impression-
able children, the gospel of Jesus
Christ is being taught and lived in an
effort to “train up [the children] in
the way [they] should go” (Proverbs
6:22).

This is the mission of Adventist
early childhood education and care
centers.

Church Administration Responds
For many years, ECEC profes-

sionals within the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church have faithfully looked
after the “little lambs of the flock”—
and those of anyone else willing to
entrust their children to our care and
training. Recently, church administra-
tors have also demonstrated a more
active interest in assuming responsi-
bility for training the young.

In June 2005, the North Ameri-
can Division (NAD) union presidents
and division officers voted to ask the
NAD Office of Education to take re-
sponsibility for the development and
supervision of all early childhood ed-
ucation and care programs.27

For those of us within the ECEC
field, this is the beginning of an ex-
citing time in Adventist history! The
Lord is working to preserve the fam-
ily unit, and we have the privilege of
being His instruments through our
ECEC centers.We hope to both
share with and learn from what other
church organizations have done in
this area.

We have a lot of organizational

work ahead of us, but what a blessing
it is to participate in the great com-
mission of Matthew 28:19, 20:“Go
ye therefore, and teach all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the
Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Ghost:Teaching them to ob-
serve all things whatsoever I have
commanded you: and, lo, I am with
you alway, even unto the end of the
world.Amen” (KJV). ✐
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