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MEET THE EXPERTS

PAULA  KNIGHT

BOB  COOKE LISA  LYLE

MICHAEL  VACHOW 

RACHANA  CREETH

Paula Knight, Ed.D serves as associate 
superintendent for Early Childhood Education 
and the Elementary Superintendent Zone 
schools for the St. Louis Public School 
District. She oversees the early childhood, 
kindergarten, 1st and 2nd grade teachers/
classrooms in 45 elementary schools as well 
as 10 administrators in the district’s lowest-
performing elementary schools. Knight began 
her career with the district in 1994, serving 
as a classroom teacher, an instructional 
coach, a principal and as executive director of 
curriculum and instruction K-12. After earning 
a bachelor’s degree in elementary education 
from Saint Louis University, Knight received her 
master’s in education administration and her 
doctorate from the University of Missouri-St. 
Louis. Knight serves as a member of several 
community organizations and is also active 
with several professional organizations. Knight 
received the 2013 Gubernatorial appointment 
to the Early Childhood Coordinating Board for 
the state of Missouri.

Appointed in 2007, Michael Vachow is the 
fourth head of Forsyth School since its 
founding in 1961. Vachow holds an A.B. with 
Distinction in English from the University 
of Michigan at Ann Arbor, and a master’s 
from the Bread Loaf School of English at 
Middlebury College. Prior to joining Forsyth, 
he served as head of Upper School for Lake 
Forest Country Day School, a pre-K – Grade 
8 independent school located in the Chicago 
suburbs. Vachow currently serves as president 
of the board of the Independent Schools of 
St. Louis (ISSL); he is on the accreditation 
review committee of the Independent Schools 
Association of the Central States (ISACS) and 
the membership committee of the Elementary 
School Heads Association; and he serves as an 
ISACS mentor for new heads of school.

PAT  SHIPLEY

Pat Shipley is head of Rossman School in 
Creve Coeur, an independent preparatory 
school dedicated to nurturing academic 
excellence, character development and 
leadership skills in children age four through 
grade six. Shipley brings more than 30 years 
experience to the education and development 
of young children. She taught for the Webster 
Groves School District and Community School 
before devoting 15 years to the students 
at MICDS. There she served as a sixth and 
seventh grade teacher, assistant head of 
Middle School and director of admission. 
A mother of eight and grandmother of 22, 
Shipley’s extensive experience also includes 
memberships on the boards of Independent 
Schools of St. Louis, Independent Schools 
Association of the Central States and the 
Elementary School Heads Association. 
She currently sits on the board of North 
Side Community School, which serves 
underprivileged students.

Rachana Creeth is head of school at 
Chesterfield Day School, an independent 
co-educational school for students 18 
months through sixth grade. For more than 
50 years, CDS has provided a personalized 
education to students from more than 
30 ZIP codes throughout St. Louis. CDS’ 
Montessori foundation bridges to a rigorous 
and distinctive secondary school preparation 
program with personalized methodologies 
woven throughout. The curriculum includes 
special classes taught by experts, a hands-
on MakerSpace lab, a focus on critical 21st 
century skills and a deep commitment to 
character development. CDS graduates go on 
to attend the top secondary schools of their 
choosing. Prior to serving as head of school, 
Creeth was the school’s director of finance 
and administration for three years. She is a 
founding board member of the Hawthorn 
Leadership School for Girls, a first-of-its-kind 
STEM-based charter school in the city of St. 
Louis.  

Lisa Lyle joined Mary Institute and Saint Louis 
Country Day School (MICDS) in July 2007 as 
head of school. She came to MICDS from The 
Blake School in Minneapolis, Minnesota, where 
she served as assistant head of school for five 
years. Lyle graduated from the University of 
Texas at Austin with a bachelor’s in French, 
and also earned a master’s in French literature 
from the University of Pennsylvania. She later 
served as a Klingenstein Fellow and received 
a master’s in private school leadership from 
Teachers College at Columbia University. Lyle 
believes that schools provide us the chance 
to work at deliberately creating an ideal 
community. “We get to prepare our students 
to become contributing citizens of the world, 
leading lives of purpose and service,” she said. 
Lyle serves on the boards of the Independent 
Schools Association of the Central States 
(ISACS); Independent School Data Exchange 
(INDEX); and the Wyman Center.

Bob Cooke is head of Community School in 
Ladue, an independent school for children 
age 3 - 6th grade. He has spent over 30 years 
in education in both administration and as 
an educator, with over 23 of those years in 
independent schools. Prior to starting at 
Community School this year, Cooke was an 
administrator at Brentwood School (K-12) in 
Los Angeles, where he served since 2008. 
Prior to Brentwood, Cooke served as a teacher, 
board member, upper school administrator, 
and Director of Middle School at Mounds 
Park Academy (PK-12) in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Cooke taught the first eight years of his 
career in public schools. He earned a master’s 
in education from Claremont Graduate 
University and a bachelor’s in history from 
Carleton College. His passions include issues 
surrounding diversity and inclusivity, as well 
as the importance of hands-on, engaged 
learning. Cooke is also the father of two 
wonderful daughters.
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R WHY SHOULD SOCIETY INVEST IN 
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION?

Lisa Lyle: I believe many of us would 
make the argument that investing in 
early childhood education is proba-
bly more important than investing in 
secondary education. Because if we 
prepare kids to love learning, devel-
op strong social skills, have resilience 
and curiosity and a love of reading, 
then they’ll take advantage of the edu-
cational opportunities at the middle 
school level, at the high school level, at 
the college level, and contribute more 
significantly to society. 

Rachana Creeth: The first six years 
of a child’s life are the most formative 
years. And that’s why early investment 
is so crucial, because that’s where 
they’re developing social skills, order, 
coordination, concentration, indepen-
dence. That strong foundation is abso-
lutely key to future growth.  

Paula Knight: As a district, that’s 
been an ongoing question that our 
district initially really struggled with. 
Why should we make this investment 
in early childhood education when, 
in fact, we’re held accountable to the 
tested grades. We’re held accountable 
to the graduation rates. We’re held 
accountable to all of these factors, that 
really indicate that kids are ready for 
high school and beyond. My strong 
encouragement has always been that 
the investment needs to be before they 
get to third grade, particularly for kids 
in the urban setting, because kids in 
the urban setting come to us so many 
years behind their counterparts. There 
are so many statistics out there that 
would suggest there’s a huge return on 
your investment when you look at the 
early years as opposed to by the time 
they get into high school.

Bob Cooke: My last job was run-
ning a high school. And the reason 
I am in a school with 3-year-olds 
now is because I looked at those 13, 
15, 17-year-olds and thought if I had 
had you 10 years ago, 12 years ago, we 
could have actually addressed some 
of these academic issues, social and 
emotional issues. When they’re 15 or 
17, it’s much, much harder to make 
the difference at that age.  

Pat Shipley: In addition to address-
ing children’s academic, social and 
emotional development, it’s really 
important for schools to have the best 
of the best teachers. We need teach-
ers who really love children and love 
learning, because school is the place 
where children learn to trust adults. If 

they don’t develop that trust of adults 
in people outside the family when 
they’re very young, it’s too late. 

Paula Knight: We are really get-
ting to that space in St. Louis Public 
Schools — understanding the impor-
tance and the value of having the 
strongest teachers in those prima-
ry grades. We’re much further along 
than where we were a few years ago, 
but that is a huge investment to ensure 
that they’re properly trained, that a 
comprehensive professional develop-
ment plan is in place.   

Lisa Lyle: Early childhood is a time 
when children develop their confi-
dence in adults outside the family. But 
it’s also that critical time when parents 
develop a relationship with faculty and 
administrators at the school and come 
to recognize the importance of a trust-
ing partnership. Parents who have con-
fidence in their child’s school will have 
an advantage if they must deal with 
more complex issues, such as learn-
ing challenges, behavioral issues or a 
developmental delay.  

Mike Vachow: Head Start is the one 
irrefutable federal investment over 
time in education that has been effec-
tive. The investments that our nation 
has supplied in young children, partic-
ularly those in under-resourced neigh-
borhoods, it’s a lock. You can debate 
all of the other efforts that have tak-
en place over time, but that one is a 
no-brainer.  

R WHAT MAKES AN INDEPENDENT 
SCHOOL’S EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EXPERIENCE DISTINCT?  

Mike Vachow: I think one of the 
things that’s peculiar about St. Louis 
independent schools is the K-6 forma-

tion. It’s rare in other cities. And I think 
part of the strength there is we don’t 
have adolescents in the mix, which 
allows our institutions to focus on the 
elementary years. And, what program-
matically distinguishes the indepen-
dent schools model is all of us design 
our curricula backwards. We define 
the graduate that we have in mind, and 
then we plan how you get that child to 
that place with that set of tools as he 
or she leaves the institution. So each of 
us has designed curricula in which you 
can draw a direct line between an activ-
ity that’s happening in your 3-year-old 
classroom to the study of linear algebra 
in sixth grade or to the challenge edu-
cation course of study in sixth grade or 
to the study of human anatomy and the 
respiratory system. You can take each of 
those items and draw a straight line to 
the habits of mind, curiosity, to the dis-
cipline of intellectual endeavor — all of 
those things start in a very disciplined 
way with 3- or 4-year-olds.  

Pat Shipley: I also believe teachers in 
independent schools have the opportu-
nity to follow the inquiry-based methods 
of teaching and follow the conversation 
with the children in the classroom with-
out having a definitive set of standards 
and concepts that have to be developed 
during that period. So it makes our early 
childhood curriculum very developmen-
tally appropriate, and that’s important. 
When we hire teachers in indepen-
dent schools, we have the opportunity to 
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My strong encouragement 
has always been that the 
investment needs to be 
before they get to third 
grade, particularly for kids 
in the urban setting.
PAULA KNIGHT, 
St. Louis Public School District
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have them do a teaching demonstration, 
whereas, in some of the public school 
districts, there isn’t that opportunity. We 
have the chance to get the best of the best 
because of the teaching demonstrations, 
which to me, are the most important part 
of that hiring process.  

R PAULA, DO YOU DO TEACHING 
DEMONSTRATIONS?  

Paula Knight: We’ve started that 

process for that very reason, because 
we want high-quality teachers as well.  

R WHAT OTHER DISTINCTIONS ARE 
THERE WITH AN INDEPENDENT 
SCHOOL, PRESCHOOL OR EARLY 
EDUCATION PROGRAM VERSUS ANY 
PUBLIC SCHOOL?  

Rachana Creeth: I think flexibility. 
Our toddler program has a 4 to 1 stu-
dent-teacher ratio. Preschool, it’s 8 to 
1. And that really allows for teachers to 
follow the child, and allows for flexi-

bility during the day. If a block of time 
of work feels like it needs to be a little 
shorter, we can make that happen. If 
it needs to be a little bit longer, we can 
make that happen. 

Bob Cooke: I think that extends into 
broader curriculum decisions as well. 
I think most of us have committees 
made up of faculty who create curricu-
lum, and they do long-range planning. 
The teacher of the 3-year-olds is work-
ing with the sixth grade math teacher 
to design curriculum that will work for 

that entire nine-year span. And I think 
for most, if not all of us, that’s where 
teaching and learning really begins in 
the classroom with high-quality teach-
ers who are creating what they think is 
best for the children, with some over-
sight from us. But ultimately, we’re 
putting it in the hands of the teachers.  

Mike Vachow: To be clear, what 
makes us independent is that we’re 
obliged to no outside entity for our 
curricula. And that’s what our teachers 
are in it for. They get to design the cur-
ricula. And we keep ourselves honest 
with outside benchmarking. But ulti-
mately, we get to design the ship and 
sail it.  

Rachana Creeth: We’re accredit-
ed, so that process does keep us honest 
as to what we say we do, which is our 
mission.  

Lisa Lyle: And certainly, we gath-
er lots of assessment data about our 
kids, so we’re able to ensure that each 
child is making progress and being 
challenged appropriately within his/
her own proximal development. How-
ever, high-stakes testing does not take 
up valuable instructional time because 
it is integrated into the academic 
experience.  

R ABSENTEEISM AND MENTAL 
HEALTH AMONG PRE-K AND 
KINDERGARTEN STUDENTS IS 
CITED AS A LEADING CAUSE FOR 
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Rarely do children learn 
the same way, the same 
thing, at the same time. 
And I think somebody 
in a program who 
understands that, can 
deal with that, is what 
you’d want to look for.
RACHANA CREETH, 
Chesterfield Day School

age 4 through grade 6  |  Creve Coeur
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Ranked among the nation’s “50 Best Private Elementary Schools” 
by TheBestSchools.org in 2015, Rossman School is dedicated to 
nurturing academic excellence and character development 
in children age 4 through grade 6. Nestled on a 20-acre 
campus, Rossman employs an experienced faculty 
dedicated to developing personal relationships with 
each child and inspiring a love of learning. Our carefully 
designed curriculum teaches children how to learn while 
providing a solid academic foundation, and our team 
teaching model allows for multiple perspectives and 
approaches to each child’s learning. Through 
careful attention to the whole child, Rossman 
prepares students for responsible citizenship, 
meaningful participation, and strong 
leadership in a global society.
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THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP. A HIGH 
NUMBER OF SUSPENSIONS AND 
EXPULSIONS COMPOUND THIS 
ISSUE. PAULA, CAN YOU SPEAK 
TO THE IMPORTANCE OF THESE 
FACTORS ON A CHILD’S ACADEMIC, 
SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL AND BRAIN 
DEVELOPMENT?  

Paula Knight: There’s clearly a 
direct correlation between suspensions 
and absenteeism, particularly, among 
black males, where African-Ameri-
can boys at the age of 3 and 4 are more 
culpable to their behavior, and less so 
to their counterparts. That’s what the 
research says. The U.S. Department 
of Education’s recent article, March 
of 2014, really speaks to why is there 
such a racial inequity to how children 
of color are being held accountable at 
such an early age. In St. Louis Public, 
I have the responsibility of pre-K, kin-
dergarten, first and second, so I have 
to look at all of that suspension data. 
And it amazes me that we suspend 
a 3-year-old, or receive a 3-year-old 
or 4-year-old who’s been suspended 
from a private school or a day care. So 
what do we do about that is my ques-
tion. And, rather than just putting a 
child out, there’s social and emotional 
development challenges that we need 
to address. And that’s where the pro-
fessional development for our teach-
ers comes in, because it’s not OK to 
tell a parent, your 3-year-old is sus-
pended for five days for biting. If a 
3-year-old is biting, there’s some social 
and emotional development challeng-
es that are taking place. And we need 
to ensure that our teachers are pre-
pared to support kids in this case. We 
all know the high level of suspension 
among teens in the urban setting, par-
ticularly in public schools – that’s a 
school-to-prison pipeline. So we’re 
putting a complete and total stop to 
3- and 4-year-olds being suspend-
ed because the data clearly shows that 
there is a long-term effect in terms of 
their academic achievement, because 
when they go home, what are they 
doing? They’re sitting in front of the 
television or they’re listening to music 
that they really should not be listen-
ing to. If they’re not in school, they’re 
not learning. And if you don’t have the 
children in front of you, what are you 
doing all day as the teacher? Rath-
er than just punishing kids for these 
kinds of behaviors, it becomes a matter 
of asking teachers what do you know 
about this child? What do you know 
about the child’s family? It’s helping 
teachers understand the importance of 
children, particularly at that age, being 
in school every single day.   

Pat Shipley: And parent education, 
of course, would, to some degree, help 
prevent absenteeism.

Paula Knight: Absolutely. Family 
engagement. We’re really doing a push 
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A really good early 
childhood educator can 

tell you the academic 
goal, the social goal and 

the physical goal of all 
their activities.

MICHAEL VACHOW, 
Forsyth School
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in our pre-K classrooms, encourag-
ing families to come to school. Because 
what we’re finding is that some of 
our 3- and 4-year-olds, their par-
ents are still fairly young. They’re still 
teens themselves, so they have to go to 
school. So being able to meet the needs 
of our community has been critical-
ly important to keeping our kids in 
school.  

R WHAT SHOULD PARENTS LOOK 
FOR IN A GREAT EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION PROGRAM? 

Mike Vachow: I think the thing 
that’s distinct about school, whether 
you’re an independent school or a pub-
lic school, is that you have this entire 
constituent base who have all been to 
school. And so to a certain extent, they 
think they know what school looks 
like, what it feels like. But one of the 
things that’s kind of peculiar about ear-
ly childhood education is, for the most 
part, our adult recollection of school 
starts somewhere in second grade-ish 
when you had a spelling quiz or some-
thing, and it sort of looked like school 
in quotation marks. So what you see 
outstanding early childhood educa-
tors do is not necessarily interpretable 
by the average person. And so what we 
advise prospective parents to do is to 
ask teachers if they can describe what 
they’re doing in an activity that they’re 
conducting. A really good early child-
hood educator can tell you the academ-
ic goal, the social goal, the physical goal. 
Any decent early childhood elemen-
tary activity or lesson, mini-lesson, if 
you will, should have all three of those. 
Really good early childhood educators 

are adept at describing that to parents 
and helping them understand that kids 
at this age are, by their very nature, this 
huge jagged line of developmental read-
iness. So, the early childhood educa-
tor has to be able to describe that to a 
parent who’s really excited about their 
child reading early, because the reali-
ty is the other kids are going to catch 
up on the reading eventually. Good ear-
ly childhood educators should all get a 

master’s in social work just by default, 
because they’re so good at it. 

 Pat Shipley: One of the things real-
ly good early childhood educators 
have to do is communicate to the par-
ent how well they know their child 
and how much they love their child. 
Then if they have to deliver a message 
that is a surprise to the parent, they’ll 
have those chips in the bank because 

the parent will know that they real-
ly care about the child. And I think 
that happens through conversation. 
Four-year-olds are capable of asking 
good questions because they are so 
curious. A good educator has to fol-
low through with those questions and 
follow up and develop conversation. 
Many of the experts say that we should 
be aware that talking and listening are 
what develop literacy. At 4 years old, 
we should not be as concerned about 
sitting down at a desk and learning, 
as much as playing. Children at that 
age learn through play. They learn to 
solve puzzles and get along with oth-
er children. All those social skills that 
you can’t put in a book are learned 
through interaction with other chil-
dren and interaction with the adults in 
the classroom.

Lisa Lyle: It’s the play piece that’s 
been so interesting to me. I’ve taught 
at the university and high school lev-
els before going into school leadership. 
And coming to understand the incredi-
ble intentionality that really gifted early 
childhood educators bring to creating 
spaces that allow for highly productive 
play by mobilizing and activating learn-
ing in spaces because of the choice of 
materials, because of the sequencing of 
experiences, because the different cen-
ters that complement each other so well, 
that was wowing to me. So that’s what 
I would look for in an early childhood 
program, to see kids joyfully engaging 
in learning that is clearly scaffolded and 
carefully delivered in a way that keeps 
kids curious, learning what’s appropri-
ate and developing the skills they need, 
including fine motor skills.  

CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE
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Rachana Creeth: It’s that whole 

child piece — understanding those con-
nections from a whole child perspec-
tive and then intentionally designing 
the program from there. And I think 
strong faculty are critical to that pro-
cess. I’d recommend asking ques-
tions of faculty to help understand if 
they share that mindset. And then I 
think making sure the program is not 
boxed, that there aren’t rigid expecta-
tions. For instance, a 3-year-old could 
be very, very good at math and oper-
ating at a first grade level of math, but 
not reading yet. And that’s OK. Pre-
scribed limits limit a child artificially. 
Rarely do children learn the same way, 
the same thing, at the same time. And I 
think skilled, experienced faculty who 
understand that aspect of child devel-
opment and adapt to each child accord-
ingly, are what you’d want to look for.  

Bob Cooke: It’s that ability to differ-
entiate for each individual child. And 
that comes back to good ratios in the 
classroom of relatively few children for 
each adult so the adults can, in fact, 
really get to know the kids, and under-
stand their strengths and their chal-
lenges. Each child needs to be treated 
as an individual and needs to really be 
nurtured so they can progress in every 
area, whether it’s a strength or not. 
They all need to be moving forward.  

Paula Knight: I’d like to go back to 
your point about the importance of 
conversation. We encourage our par-
ents, particularly our young parents, to 
talk to their child, because the learn-
ing cannot and should not stop at 3 
o’clock when the children go home. 
We literally send home questions that 
parents can ask their child at the end 
of the day. 

Bob Cooke: And we shouldn’t 
underestimate a 3-year-old’s ability to 
have a conversation because they can 
have a really sophisticated, in-depth, 
wonderful conversation about what 
happened at school that day or about 
anything else. 

R WHAT ROLE DOES A QUALITY 
PROGRAM PLAY INTO THE 
SOCIALIZATION OF CHILDREN?  

Lisa Lyle: Part of what happens in 
an early childhood program is that not 
only are the tracks laid for future aca-
demic success, but the tracks are also 
laid for children to become strong pro-
ductive members of their communities. 
It’s really within the school setting that 
they practice and come to understand 
what’s expected of them to be a pro-
ductive member. A child who’s biting 
is having a failure of language in that 
situation to be able to negotiate what’s 
going on. Frustration comes out some 
way. But we teach children to be mem-
bers of a community. Some schools use 
Responsive Classroom — it’s the inten-
tional building of community, having 
a connection with each child as the 

day starts, coming together in a cir-
cle so we can each check in: How was 
your morning? Would anyone like to 
share what his or her favorite dinner 
is? Whatever the topic is gives everyone 
a chance to participate. But it’s using 
language to come to know about each 
other. And learning to use language to 
negotiate social situations. So if the rule 
is the block area can have three kids in 
it and a fourth child wants to be in the 
block area, a really good early child-
hood educator will not solve the prob-
lem and say, “You’re the fourth kid, get 

out.” She or he will enter into the con-
versation and say, “Junior Kindergarten 
friends, how could we...” To see these 
educators who so respectfully enter 
into the social dynamic that’s going on 
and allow kids to develop skills for nav-
igating diplomacy — it’s inspiring.  

Mike Vachow: We’re ultimately 
responsible for creating citizens. And I 
think of that not in the connotation of 
desultory sheep who follow the rules, 
but more as the kind of Jeffersonian cit-
izen who’s ready to revolt when evils 

are insufferable. That you’re a discern-
ing person who can be a member of 
a group and promote ideas and gath-
er people who would follow you and 
make compromises when it’s your time 
to do so. For 3-year-olds or 4-year-olds, 
school is that first opportunity to be 
yourself, to develop your own auton-
omy. And that’s the first step toward 
building citizenship. So I think all of 
our schools see that obligation as sort of 
a widening array of obligation to com-
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munity.  Ultimately, you’re talking to 
older children about being members 
of a global community. But, it starts 
with 3-year-olds being in that cir-
cle, and being responsible to the other 
children who are there and the num-
ber of blocks that could be played 
with and all of that stuff.  

Bob Cooke: They sound so sim-
ple. Share. Work with a group. Lis-
ten to others’ points of view. But if we 
wait to try to develop those skills later 
in school, they’re very hard to devel-
op. And those are the core of what we 
all need in our society for the next 
50 years: We need people who learn 
how to share ideas and listen to oth-
er points of view and compromise and 
work in teams.

Pat Shipley: It’s important for 
the teachers to let the parents know 
these are the things we’re working 
on. We’re working on taking turns, 
for instance. We’re working on caring 
about others this week because it is 
important to teach children empathy. 
It’s these little daily lessons that we 
have to let parents know are import-
ant to us. The social growth of the 
child is as important to us as the aca-
demic growth, especially in early 
childhood education.  

Rachana Creeth: If a child is learn-
ing to put their coat on, we have to 
respect their independence of learn-
ing to put a coat on and give them the 
time to do that. And if a parent is try-
ing to get to school on time, they’re 
maybe trying to put that coat on for 
that child. But thanks to good par-

ent-teacher communication, may-
be you as a parent know to stop and 
let the child complete the task. Par-
ent partnership is key to this effort, 
and it’s how we’re going to enable that 
independence to happen.

 Paula Knight: You’re develop-
ing trust between the school and the 
home and that’s a really important 
piece.  

Lisa Lyle: And the parent education 
piece. When we help parents come to 
recognize that their child is capable of 
doing more for him or herself, this is a 
small but important example of parent 
education. 

R HOW DO ACADEMICS FIT INTO 
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION? 

Bob Cooke: Children, even at this 
very early age, should be learning 
math and science. And in a lot of our 
schools, foreign language and phys-
ical education and on and on. And I 
think that they should be appropriate-
ly exposed to technology, as well. It is 
not appropriate that children be sit-
ting passively at screens because that 
is not how they learn best. They need 
to be engaged in learning. They need 
to be doing. They need to be exploring. 
So, it might be OK for a kid to some-
times be working on skills on the iPad 
individually because you can structure 

the activity for that child’s needs. But 
mostly, kids should be doing and cre-
ating. And that’s singing and exploring 
in the woods and drawing and all of 
those other things that are so import-
ant to them building a world view.  

Pat Shipley: Technology is a tool 
used to enhance curriculum at any age, 
whether it’s preschool or sixth grade. 
It’s not an end in itself. For instance, 
I’ve seen in an early childhood class-
room where they were using a robot 
and figuring out how could the robot 
get over here? Well, the robot has to 
go five steps in this direction. So that’s 
intentional learning. They’re learning 
the very basics of math in program-
ming that you have to go along a verti-
cal axis and a horizontal axis. But the 
children are all sitting around play-
ing a game, and they’re excited about 
the game. They don’t realize that the 
intention is to begin some mathemati-
cal concepts. And that’s really import-
ant in early childhood education, that 
the curiosity of a child is played into, 
because that’s where learning takes 
place.    

Rachana Creeth: Children have an 
intrinsic, natural motivation to learn, 
and that applies to technology as well. 
They want to learn how things work 
technology-wise, versus just that they 
work. And so, at those early years, it’s 
important for us to teach them how 
things work and why, not simply that 
they do.

Pat Shipley: We’re also helping chil-
dren learn to think out loud. And that 
is an important skill in the develop-
ment of critical thinking that is so 
essential to future learning. The skilled 
early childhood teacher guides chil-
dren’s literacy development through 
interaction and conversation. During 
these interactions, the teacher is devel-
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oping a personal relationship with 
each child in his or her care. That rela-
tionship is at the core of teaching and 
learning in preschool and throughout 
elementary school. 

R PAULA, YOUR STUDENTS DON’T 
ALWAYS HAVE THE ACCESS TO 
TECHNOLOGY THAT’S BEEN 
DISCUSSED?  

Paula Knight: That’s true. And I’m 
proud to say, next school year, we are 
planning for our 3 and 4-year-olds 
to have iPad minis that they will be 
using as part of their instructional 
day. Because in many instances, they 
don’t when they go home. Going back 
to your initial question around invest-
ing in academics, it’s not solely based 
on social and emotional development 
of children, but ensuring that our 3 
and 4-year-olds’ vocabulary develop-
ment and making sure they have that 
exposure. So creating that structure 
and that process within our class-
rooms is very new for us over the last 
few years because we hadn’t had that 
until now. Teachers are really embrac-
ing the understanding that technol-
ogy, having the iPads, is not meant to 
be as a reward, but it’s an expectation 
throughout the course of the instruc-
tional day. It’s a huge paradigm shift in 
the city, and I’m really excited about it. 

Bob Cooke: Right. When we apply 
technology, it needs to be doing and 
learning, not, like you say, as a reward 
so they can play for a few minutes.   

Mike Vachow: I think when you 
think of a young learner and how 
attuned they are to connection with 
adults and how meaningful that is in 
terms of learning, that a book, real 
book that you can touch and hold, read 
to you by your parent or your teacher 
by comparison to, something on your 
iPad, that when you poke the Lorax, 
he giggles, it’s not even remotely close 
to the same learning moment. Like-
wise, when you think of the num-
ber of channels that are wide open 
in learning for children, kinesthet-
ic value of any activity, the emotion-
al and  analytical value of anything, all 
of those things argue against screen 
time. And I would suggest that if you 
need a thumbnail sketch as a parent 
or prospective parent, that a good ear-
ly childhood program would have very 
little to no screen time. They’re just not 
particularly valuable tools. Now, when 
it comes to other more sophisticated 
types of technology that you’re manip-
ulating, that’s physical and moving 
in space, now you’re talking about a 
very different thing. But screen time is 
something that should be a very small 
part of an early childhood program.  

Lisa Lyle: And, we’re finding that 
part of what has to be done for our 
youngest learners has changed because 
there is so much screen time for kids. 
It used to be that kids would have less 

need for lots of time developing fine 
motor skills because they were doing 
that more in their natural play at home. 
Recess and physical activity have to be a 
scheduled part of their day.  

R WHAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT 
ADVICE YOU WOULD GIVE TO 
PARENTS OF YOUNG CHILDREN?  

Rachana Creeth: I would say that 
it’s creating a strong foundation and 
a love for learning early on. Because I 

think if you give your child a love for 
learning, that sets them up for their 
lifetime. And I think that if they have 
a voice in that, and they have choice 
in it, and they can think for them-
selves, and they love learning, if you 
can give them those things, they’re on 
their way.  

Pat Shipley: Parents have to give 
children the sense that they are loved 
unconditionally, not based on how 
they did in school today. This is true 

in preschool and all the way through 
school. We need to help children 
understand that we really appreci-
ate the effort that they are expending 
on something, not the end product. I 
also believe children of all ages need 
boundaries. Parents have to set up 
boundaries from an early age. Giving 
children some responsibility is import-
ant at every age. Little children can 
do little chores and older children can 
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take on chores that are more appropri-
ate to their development. If you start 
developing responsibility when a child 
is small, it lasts a lifetime.  

Paula Knight: The importance of 
boundaries, it’s critical. And ensuring 
that families understand the impor-
tance of just being in a learning envi-
ronment. In the state of Missouri, we 
all know the compulsory age is sev-
en, so it’s not necessarily required, 
but it’s important for families to send 
their kids to a learning environment 
early and have them there every day. 
And having conversations, how was 
your day, being able to, strike up those 
conversations at an early age because 
I think there’s this idea that 3 and 
4-year-olds can’t have a conversation. 
When, in fact, they can. So I think 
that’s critically important for parents 
to understand the value.  

Mike Vachow: I think parents need 
to understand that they’re the most 
influential person in that child’s life. I 
think so many of the folks who attend 
our schools, they over-embrace that 
and it creates, I think, the nature of 
parenting in contemporary upper mid-
dle class America that is characterized 
by fear and anxiety. That every single 
move you make is going to be a defin-
ing moment in your child’s life. But 
instead, if you can take that notion that 
you’re the most influential person and 
temper it with just the importance of 
exposing your child to language, of 
reading with them, of noticing things 
together. I mean, that’s the nature of 
a conversation with a young person. 
We advise parents to go out for walks 
in your neighborhood with your chil-
dren, and say, “Do you notice anything 
different in the Jones’ driveway?” “Yes. 
They put up a basketball hoop.” Those 
are the kind of language-rich experi-
ences that children need, and I think 
early childhood educators are con-
stantly coaching them to do. But that 
connection between parent and lan-
guage and the early sort of autonomy 
of you’re a person who can describe 
the world and negotiate relationships, 
those are incredible things to do.   

Bob Cooke: I would say don’t 
over-schedule. Make sure that there is 
time for play and dramatic play. This 
is how children learn. Monitor screen 
time, meaning restrict it. And read to 
your child at every possible opportuni-
ty and read dramatically. Read like you 
mean it. And I think that will help a lot. 

  
Lisa Lyle: My advice is be present 

and enjoy your child. To be able to be 
present and love the child you have. To 
allow yourself to be curious and eager 
to understand what they’re interest-
ed in. To follow their lead on what 
they might be excited about without 
believing you have to buy the perfect 
piece of equipment for every new curi-
osity they have. And then allow your 
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kid to deal with the consequences of 
the choices they make. Little kids are 
going to make choices that have lit-
tle bitty consequences. And so they 
might decide they don’t need a coat, 
and they might be a little bit cold, but 
they won’t get frostbite. So, to say, “OK, 
you’re not going to wear a coat today, 
or you’re going to go outside and play 
with your friends without a coat, or 
you’re not going to choose to go pot-
ty now? That will allow the child to 
see how that works out. It’s import-
ant to allow natural consequences and 
for the parent not to feel like it’s his or 
her fault when things don’t work out 
perfectly. Relax and enjoy your child, 
and stop beating yourself up if it hasn’t 
been perfect. 

 
R WHAT ROLE HAS EARLY 
CHILDHOOD PLAYED IN THE START 
OF SLPS’S TURNAROUND AND WHAT 
SPECIFIC STEPS DO YOU FORESEE 
EARLY CHILDHOOD ENACTING TO 
SUSTAIN THIS GROWTH TREND, 
WHICH HAS BEEN INCREDIBLY 
IMPRESSIVE?  

Paula Knight: So, embracing the 
importance and helping others to 
understand the importance and the 
value of early childhood education. A 
few years ago, I started capturing lon-
gitudinal data where I was following 
children who were in our pre-K class-
rooms versus children who were not, 
and looking at their performance over 
time. What we have found is there are 
huge gaps in terms of 30 percent to 45 

Technology is a tool used 
to enhance curriculum 
at any age, whether it’s 
preschool or sixth grade, 
it’s not an end in itself.
PAT  SHIPLEY, 
Rossman School
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percent growth of children who were in 
our pre-K classrooms compared with 
those who were not. We have about a 72 
percent retention rate where we are still 
keeping children all the way through 
fifth grade. So taking this data back to 
2008, these kids are now fifth graders, 
and they’re still performing at the top 
two quartiles on the MAP assessment.  
So, presenting this data to our board 
every year helps them to recognize the 
value of having children early and hav-
ing that academic focus as well as that 
social focus, and then keeping the kids 
along the way. So, fast forward to this 

past school year. We earned 106 points 
in terms of improvement. So when I 
looked at that data, and I extracted the 
kids who were with us since 2008, their 
performance has still been at high lev-
els. And I do attribute that to being 
with us as a P3 all the way to being, 
this fifth grade kid now who’s reading 
at high levels. Comprehensive profes-
sional development is critically import-
ant as well. And allowing teachers to 
train together. We all have seen, the 
research around pre-K teachers who 
just kind of sit off on an island partic-
ularly in school systems where you just 

have your pre-K teachers over here and 
you have your K-12 over there. Merg-
ing pre-K with kindergarten has been a 
huge shift in the district as well.  

R HOW MIGHT PARENTS MAKE A 
CHOICE ABOUT WHEN TO HAVE 
THEIR CHILD LEAVE A NURSERY 
PROGRAM AND BEGIN ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL?  

Lisa Lyle: Four-year-olds are starting 
to develop the language skills, the social 
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skills and the self-regulation skills to 
really benefit from a school environ-
ment. And so we want to encourage 
parents to consider the readiness of 
their child and pursue an elementa-
ry school program that begins with an 
early childhood program because of 
the critical nature of those foundation-
al skills. A nursery school-type program 
does not offer the level of training and 
professional development for teachers, 
the facilities required, access to materi-
als and the understanding of backwards 
design that early childhood programs 
are equipped to offer. I encourage fam-
ilies to make a serious commitment to 
formal education as early as it makes 
sense for their individual child and 
their family. Parents can find assess-
ment and feedback on their child’s 
readiness at schools where early child-
hood programs are in place. 

R WHAT QUALITIES DO YOU LOOK 
FOR IN A HIGH-QUALITY EARLY 
CHILDHOOD PROGRAM?  

Bob Cooke: I like parents to think 
about the three Ps when they vis-
it schools, and they’re looking at ear-
ly childhood programs. For me, that’s 
people, places and program. And so 
when you look at the people there, the 
teachers, are they warm and nurtur-
ing? Are they clearly involved in and 
caring about each individual child? Are 
they committed to professional devel-
opment? Are they, themselves, lifelong 
learners? Those are key components, 
I think. In terms of places, look at the 
facility. It doesn’t have to be some-
thing where people have spent a huge 

amount of money on it. But it does 
need to have discrete areas for children 
to have different learning experiences. 
There needs to be a lot of natural light. 
They need to be able to get outdoors. 
And when they go outside, they need 
to be able to play in a variety of ways. 
So they need to have everything from 
trikes to logs to fields to run in. Every-
thing. And then, the program itself. 
I think you really need to pay atten-
tion to what is being taught there. And 
I think that the teachers need to be 
able to talk about it, and I think that it 
should be not only academics, and that 
should include math, science. It should 
include arts, music, performance, for-
eign language, as rich an experience 
as possible for children.  Because for 
kids’ brains, that phrase, “Use it or lose 
it,” is really true. If they’re not expe-
riencing those things at an early age, 
they tend to prune those parts of their 
brain away, and they are no longer as 
ready to do music, art, language, math, 
science. So pay attention to the pro-
gram. Are there experts in those areas 
that are in the classroom with kids on 
a regular basis who are really able to 
help them thrive?  

R WHAT READING MATERIALS 
WOULD YOU RECOMMEND TO 
PARENTS OF YOUNG CHILDREN?  

Pat Shipley: There’s a book called 
“Love and Logic Magic for Early Child-
hood” by Jim and Charles Fay. It gives a 
great deal of practical advice and definite 
steps for parents of young children to 
follow when there are difficult moments. 
It starts out with giving them choices, 
which are important. For those raising 
older children, I recommend “The Bless-
ing of a Skinned Knee” by Wendy Mogul. 

Her whole thesis is we can’t step in and 
rescue children from every little bump 
in the road, that we have to help them 
learn to solve problems. Another book 
is “The Pressured Child: Helping Your 
Child Find Success in School and Life” 
by Michael Thompson. His thesis is not 
over-scheduling your child and having 
every moment be a structured moment, 
but taking that walk in the park and 
looking at the wonders of nature. Enjoy 
the natural happenings that can take 
place when a child is with a parent who 
listens to the child and asks good ques-
tions. A book that I just read recently is 
“How to Raise an Adult” by Julie Lyth-
cott-Haims. She is the former dean of 
freshman at Stanford University. She 
writes so clearly and articulately about 
how important it was for these college 
freshmen to have had a background of 
being independent and solving their 
own problems. Students who didn’t 
really thrive as freshmen were the ones 
whose parents had done everything for 
them and hadn’t given them the oppor-
tunity to be responsible for themselves. 
It’s a great message.   

R ARE THERE CERTAIN 
EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHIES THAT 
ARE PARTICULARLY SUITED TO 
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION? 

Rachana Creeth: Montessori is par-
ticularly suited. And a lot of what we’ve 
talked about in this room has strains of 
Dr. Maria Montessori’s thoughts. She 
developed the philosophy over 100 years 
ago, and the philosophy is really rooted 
in a couple of things. The biggest theme 
is that children are natural-born learn-
ers and that you can prepare an envi-
ronment that is intentional and there-
fore aids in that learning. And in a 

Montessori classroom, you’ll see multi-
age groups that have peer learning and 
leadership opportunities. You’ll see 
that in our school, children are work-
ing independently in small groups. And  
you’ll also see our teachers guiding their 
learning. I think that a really important 
point that was made before, is it’s about 
coaching and guiding learning ver-
sus professing what the teacher knows. 
And so that’s really the philosophy that 
Dr. Maria Montessori had as well. It’s a 
directness that’s directing the learning, 
not necessarily prescribing the learn-
ing. How do you tap into kids’ to intrin-
sic motivation to learn? That was really 
what her philosophy was rooted in. And 
she designed  specific materials that help 
this process along, which we use today. 
Montessori helps our children thrive and 
get that foundation that I was talking 
about that is so important for the future.    

R WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING FOR 
WHEN YOU HIRE EARLY CHILDHOOD 
FACULTY?  

Mike Vachow: We’re looking for 
folks who love young children and 
understand them and the developmen-
tal peaks and valleys that they natural-
ly come with. We’re looking for people 
who are as passionate about teaching 
those young people and the curricu-
lum that they deliver as the AP calcu-
lus teacher and are as analytical and 
as intellectually engaged in pedagogy 
and learning with those young peo-
ple as the teachers of much older chil-
dren. We’re looking for people who 
expect to continue to grow as learn-
ers themselves and understand that 
they’re models for what learning looks 
like for the children and can make that 
part of their practice. And, I think this 
is particularly important for all early 
childhood educators, and very much 
the case at independent schools, that 
they have to be adept coaches of par-
ents. I think we often think about the 
school-home partnership, in all of our 
literature. But the reality is, it’s just 
not really an equal partnership. I think 
teachers are called upon, and I think 
particularly in contemporary Amer-
ican parenting times, to be the lead 
partner in helping parents. They cer-
tainly acknowledge that parents know 
their children best, but those parents 
may well need some guidance and 
good early childhood educators can 
provide that, collectively and individu-
ally, for parents.  
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