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and 65 lag behind adults in most other industri-

alized nations in basic job skills such as literacy, 

working with numbers, and using technology to 

solve problems.

Concern over our ability to compete in the 

global marketplace has led to nationwide calls 

for educational reforms such as heavier empha-

sis on math and science, more time spent on 

foundational skills such as reading and writing, 

increased computer literacy, and training in 

political geography and international relations. 

To address this concern, the National Math and 

Science Initiative provides cash incentives and 

other forms of support to faculty and students in 

over 400 schools around the country. Students 

in participating schools earn $100 for every 

Advanced Placement (AP) exam they pass while 

teachers earn salary bonuses for each of their stu-

dents who passes an AP exam (Matthews, 2012).

Pressures to achieve academically are present 

from the beginning. Children as early as kinder-

garten spend significantly more time on lessons 

and testing these days than on play, exercise, and 

imagination. According to a study of New York 

and Los Angeles kindergartens (Miller & Almon, 

2009), children spend four to six times as long 

being instructed and tested in math skills and lit-

eracy (two to three hours a day) as in free play 

(20 to 30 minutes a day). Play materials such as 

blocks, sand, water tables, and props for dramatic 

play have largely disappeared from the classroom. 

Some school districts in Florida, Wisconsin, and 

Maryland have recently decided to eliminate 

recess from the daily schedule. However, a grow-

ing body of research says there is little evidence 

that more time on formal educational instruction 

and less time in play actually improves young 

children’s long-term achievement. In fact, it may 

slow emotional and cognitive development, cause 

elevated levels of stress, and even squash kids’ 

desire to learn (cited in Kohn, 2015).

Education reformers consistently call for 

longer school days and shorter vacations so U.S. 

students can catch up to their peers elsewhere 
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SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, 2014c, Tables 1 & 2.

Exhibit 9.1 Student Performance in Math and Science in Selected Countries 


