
Handout, Eduforum Keynote, Oct. 9, 2025. p 1 

The Long-Term Harm of Early Academic Training  Peter Gray 
 
A. Research Documenting Such Harm 
• Tennessee Preschool Experiment. Academic preschool program for children in poverty. Compared 

those in program with those on wait list. By every measure, those in the program were doing 
worse by third grade than those who were not, and by 6th grade the difference was even greater. 

• German Kindergarten Experiment in 1970s.  By grade 4 those in play-based kindergartens 
outperformed those in academic kindergartens by every measure. 

• Florida Preschool Study in 1992. By 4th grade children who had attended play-based preschool 
programs outperformed those who had attended academically oriented preschool programs on 
every academic measure. 

• Ypsilanti, Michigan, Experiment, 1960s – ‘80s. Children randomly assigned to direct-instruction 
preschool showed more delinquency by age 15 and had higher rates of felony arrests by age 23 
than those assigned to play-based preschool// Possible role of home visits. 

B.  Louis Benezet’s Classic Experiment on Math Learning in Manchester, NH 
Children not taught arithmetic until 6th grade performed as well as others on standard school 
arithmetic by the end of 6th grade and performed much better on story problems. 

 
C.  Difference Between Academic and Intellectual Skills; Why Intellectual Must Come First  
-Academic skills are tried and true formal means of organizing, manipulating, or responding to 
specific categories of information to achieve certain ends. Can be taught be rote means. 

-Intellectual skills have to do with a person’s ways of reasoning, hypothesizing, and, in general, 
making sense of the world. These cannot be taught but are acquired by children through their own 
active exploration and thought about their experiences.  

-Teaching academic skills before children are intellectually prepared for them can backfire.  The 
learning is shallow and can interfere with subsequent understanding.  
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