
Myths and Realities of 
Early Care and 
Development

Myths and Realities of Myths and Realities of 
Early Care and Early Care and 
DevelopmentDevelopment

Samuel J. Meisels
Erikson Institute

©Samuel J. Meisels

Samuel J. MeiselsSamuel J. Meisels
Erikson InstituteErikson Institute

©Samuel J. Meisels©Samuel J. Meisels



The Myth of the
First Three Years of Life

The Myth of the
First Three Years of Life

The first three years are 
no more important to a 
child’s development than 
any other time in life.

The first three years are 
no more important to a 
child’s development than 
any other time in life.



“The Myth of the
First Three Years”
“The Myth of the

First Three Years”

According to John Bruer, the “Myth” is 
that (1) the brain learns best and is 
unusually plastic only during the early 
years of neuronal development, and (2) 
the experiences we have during those 
years are particularly powerful and have 
long-term, irreversible consequences.
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What happens during the first 
months and years of life matters a 
lot, not because this period of 
development provides an indelible 
blueprint for adult well-being, but 
because it sets either a sturdy or 
fragile stage for what follows.

Neurons to Neighborhoods, p. 5
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Cognitive, social-emotional, and 
physical development are 
complementary, mutually 
supportive areas of growth all 
requiring active attention in the 
preschool years. . . All are therefore 
related to early learning and later 
academic achievement. . .

Eager to Learn, p. 307
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The elements of early 
intervention programs that 
enhance social and emotional 
development are just as 
important as the components 
that enhance linguistic and 
cognitive competence.
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Heart StartHeart Start

 ConfidenceConfidence
 CuriosityCuriosity
 IntentionalityIntentionality
 SelfSelf--controlcontrol
 RelatednessRelatedness
 CapacityCapacity to communicateto communicate
 CooperativenessCooperativeness

Characteristics of Children Who Are Ready To LearnCharacteristics of Children Who Are Ready To Learn
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“Understanding the 
importance of literacy is 
critical to our nation’s 
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social health.”

Kurt Landgraf, President, ETS
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we need in the future is 
determined by the number of 
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• Poor children may be at double jeopardy if 
they are enrolled in didactic classrooms 
because they do not receive extensive 
language and literacy experiences at 
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Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (Yange Xue, 2002)
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Jerome Bruner, 1966
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The use of readiness tests . . . is 
implicitly based on the premise that 
children are not able to take 
advantage of school until they are 
“ready,” and that biological 
maturation and experience outside 
of school prepares them better than 
experience in a school context. The 
evidence supports neither of these 
assumptions. Deborah Stipek, 2001
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for the intellectual, social, and 
emotional growth of human beings is 
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revolutionary discoveries of modern 
times. . . . where emotional and 
mental growth are concerned, well 
begun is indeed half done.

Jerome Bruner, 1980
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