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Children’s first years of life are fundamental for healthy development. Appropriate care and education
in the early years are far more useful than dealing with later problems, and in both the United States
and Brazil scholars and public-policy makers have argued that the goal should be an integrated system
of care and education. Using a cultural-historical framework to understand early childhood policies
in the United States and Brazil, we examine how notions of care and education have changed over
time. We show that although the two societies have the same goal, the approaches to realizing that
goal have been, for historical reasons, quite different. Moreover, despite a rapid growth in the
numbers of children attending preschool institutions, integrated systems have not been
accomplished. Our analysis also shows how the legacy of a dichotomous approach in both societies
has impeded the integration of care and education into a single system.
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Children’s first years of life are fundamental for healthy
development, i.e., the biological, psychological, emotional,
and social changes that occur over the life course of human
beings. When early problems are found, appropriate care and
education can help to overcome or minimize problems of
development (OECD, Organization for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development, 2001; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000;
Simpson, Jivanjee, Koroloff, Doerfler, & Garcia, 2001). Inter-
vention studies also indicate that this period constitutes a
powerful opportunity to ameliorate children’s development,
lessen cognitive and socioemotional problems, and stop early
problems becoming more serious (Campbell & Ramey, 1994;
Guralnick, 1997; Kellam & Rebok, 1992; Lopez, Tarullo,
Forness, & Boyce, 2000; Ramey & Ramey, 1998; Raver, 2002).

Investing in early childhood programs is also a good
economic development strategy, because of its wide and long-
lasting benefits. For example, “in its economic research, the
Federal Reserve Bank found that early childhood investments
make more sense than spending on venture capital funds,
subsidizing new industries such as biotechnology, building new
stadiums or providing tax incentives for business” (National
Institute for Early Education Research, 2003, p. 13). Longitu-
dinal studies on the Perry Preschool program for low-income
children estimate that every dollar spent on such a program
yields a saving of up to seventeen dollars by the time that the
individuals served had reached 40 years of age, based on
reducing crime (the major cost benefit), increased earnings,

and the lack of need for special education and welfare
payments (Schweinhart et al., 2005).

It is thus not surprising that there has been an increase in
early childhood care and education programs in many
countries. According to UNESCO data, early education had
the highest growth rate in the field of education over the past
15 years in Latin America. In most European countries as well
as in the United States, large numbers of 3- to 6-year-olds are
now in childcare facilities supported primarily or exclusively by
public funds, although there has not been an equivalent invest-
ment in services for those who are younger than three (OECD,
2001).

What sort of early care and education should a society
provide to allow its children the best possible start to life?
Answers to this question clearly depend on the society’s values,
beliefs, and goals, its access to resources, and political
decisions about how best to use those resources (OECD, 2001;
Tobin, Wu, & Davidson, 1989; Tudge et al., 2006).

Different approaches have been taken to examine the simi-
larities and differences across societies. One of the most useful
distinctions is the one that has been drawn between methods
used in cross-cultural research and those used by cultural
psychologists (Shweder, 1990). As Adamopoulos and Lonner
(2001) have argued, “cross-cultural psychologists have
proposed the adoption of classical scientific methodology to
investigate human behavior comparatively” (p. 28). With
such a methodology cultures are treated as though they are
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independent variables, whose effects on practices or policies
can be estimated, using the “natural experiment” equivalent of
planned experimental studies.

By contrast, cultural psychologists, often building on
Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978,
1987, 1997) have taken a different stance on the study of
cultural similarities and differences. As Greenfield pointed
out: “The procedures and methods of cultural psychology
arise from the culture itself, not from the methodological
cupboard of psychology” (Greenfield, 1997, p. 321). A
cultural-psychological study is one in which aspects of a
culture’s values, beliefs, and practices are examined from an
insider’s (or “emic”) point of view (Berry, 1999). When two or
more cultures are compared the intention is not to use a “single
measuring stick” (LeVine, 1989), or means of ranking, but
rather to show how each cultural group, as it developed over
historical time, is both the evolving producer and the evolving
product of cultural values, beliefs, practices, and policies
relevant to prevailing material conditions. In order to under-
stand current practices or policies one must take a historical
approach, therefore. As Vygotsky (1978) argued, citing
Blonsky (1921), to understand something one needs to under-
stand its history.

In this paper we have therefore adopted a cultural-historical
approach to the development of early care and education
policies in the United States and Brazil. There are three reasons
for this particular choice. First, to the best of our knowledge,
such an analysis has not been undertaken. Although policies in
the United States have been compared with those of other
industrialized nations (see, for example, Bowman, Donovan,
& Burns, 2001; Howard, Williams, Port, & Lepper, 2001;
OECD, 2001),! Brazil’s policies have only been compared
with those of some other Latin American countries (Rosetti-
Ferreira, Ramon, & Silva, 2002). These comparisons,
moreover, focus on the current situation and recent changes in
each country, rather than on providing a historical understand-
ing of how early education and care policies developed.

Second, unlike the approach to getting data in some other
culture of interest lampooned by Adamopolous and Lonner
as “sabbatical opportunities” or “jet set research” (2001,
p. 13), two of the three authors of this paper have lived in
and been involved in research in early care and education in
both countries, and are fluent in both English and Portuguese.
This clearly helps provide an insider’s approach to the two
societies.

Third, and most important, this study is not one that seeks
to show cultural variation by choosing societies that are as
different as possible (Hallpike, 2004). As Bornstein, Tal, and
Tamis-LeMonda (1991) pointed out: “Cross-cultural research
is often geared to evaluate the distinctiveness of some phenom-
enon in a setting that is exotic or unique; frequently, it is under-
taken to compare samples from contrastive settings in order to
maximize the potential of uncovering differences” (p. 73). Our
aim is not to contrast the policies of one large and one small
country, or one society that has comparatively recently been
populated by immigrants with another whose population has

! In an update to the OECD report, published after this paper was written,
Mexico was included among eight additional countries whose early care and
education policies were examined (OECD, 2006). Of the 20 countries
compared, 17 are classified by the World Bank as high-income OECD countries
and the other three (the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Mexico) as upper-
middle-income economies.

been settled for many generations. The United States and
Brazil are similar in that both cover over three million square
miles (over 8.5 million square kilometers), and both are popu-
lated primarily by the descendents of European immigrants
and Africans brought as slaves, with only a small percentage of
people whose roots could be traced back to the original native
populations. Both countries, too, have a federal system of
government incorporating states that are of widely differing
sizes and have access to very different resources.

Despite these similarities there are, of course, also major
differences between the two societies. The particular historical
circumstances that led to the formation of the United States
and Brazil are entirely different. Our sole reason for highlight-
ing some of the similarities is to point out that, in accord with
Hallpike’s (2004) view, we are not contrasting societies that are
maximally different.

When considering factors relevant to early care and
education, one of the most relevant is that of access to
resources to pay for childcare. Whereas the United States is
classified by the World Bank as one of the 24 “high-income
OECD countries,” Brazil is classified as a “developing”
country with a “lower-middle-income” economy. This differ-
ence is reflected in the fact that although 18.5% of American
children aged five years and under are living below the official
poverty rate (US Census Bureau, 2003), almost half (48.6%)
of Brazilian children of the same age live below Brazil’s official
poverty line (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica,
2000). A second major relevant difference is that Brazil has a
much larger number of young children, both in numerical and
percentage terms, than does the United States. In 2000, the
United States had a little more than 19 million children of
preschool age, or approximately 6.8% of the population (US
Census Bureau, 2000), whereas more than 23 million Brazil-
ian children (13.5% of the population) were of the same age
(Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, 2000).2

It is not a simple task, in countries with wide regional differ-
ences and huge diversities of racial/ethnic groups, to (a) design
public policies to serve the needs of all young children, (b)
implement standards of high quality, and (c) take seriously the
diversity that comprises its social fabric. However, in the
course of examining the parallels between the policies estab-
lished in the United States and Brazil, it will become clear that
both societies have witnessed increasing calls to treat early care
and education as inseparable but have developed different
models to try to achieve this goal. Why, if care and education
are viewed as inseparable in early childhood, are there separate
systems? How has this situation arisen and why has it proven
so difficult to resolve? These are the central questions guiding
our paper. The answers, we believe, can only be provided by
historical analysis.

Early childhood care and education in the United
States and Brazil

In this section we will show that both societies developed a two-
tier system of education for preschool-aged children, one for
those of the poor (that focused first simply on care and then,
to an extent, on preparation for school) and another for the

2In this paper the term young children includes infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers. In the United States, children from birth to five years of age are
referred to as young children. In Brazil, this term is used to describe children from
birth to six years of age.
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children of the wealthy (that aimed more at developing “the
whole child”). In both societies, too, from the 1960s onwards,
there have been calls for a more integrated system of care and
education for all children — that is, a system that focuses on a
range of children’s needs, from health and safety to children’s
social, emotional, and cognitive development. However, major
differences between the two countries are also clear. In the
United States beliefs about the rights of families to educate as
they see fit, and that local and state governments should have
more say than the federal government in early care and
education, have led to a wide variety of policies and relatively
few children, particularly in the youngest age group, getting
preschool care and education. Brazil, by contrast, has placed
preschool education under federal control and has mandated
that all children have the right to education, starting at birth.
As a result, a greater percentage of Brazilian young children
are in preschool institutions. However, whereas the United
States has witnessed increasing concern with issues of quality
(in part because of the wide diversity of types of care and
education that are available), Brazil has not tried to assess, in
any systematic way, the quality of the care and education that
children receive.

Historical developments in the United States. In the United
States, the first services devoted to the care of young children
appeared at the start of the nineteenth century, as a result of
the influx of immigrants and the growing demands of indus-
trialization (Howard et al., 2001; Scarr & Weinberg, 1986).
Although children were viewed as “the product of parents’
competence and attention” (Howard et al., 2001, p. 56), immi-
grants’ need for paid work precluded their spending time with
their children. By the late 1820s, the Boston Infant School had
been founded to take care of the children of working parents.
Following the American Civil War various types of “day-care
services” were opened to provide some care and attention for
the children of working parents, and by the start of the twen-
tieth century many believed that society had a duty to provide
services to prevent the creation of “pathological” families by
parents who could not provide their children with adequate
care (Howard et al., 2001). Facilities to care for the children
of working families were extended during periods of great
need, for example during the Great Depression and when
mothers entered the workforce in great numbers during the
Second World War (Scarr & Weinberg, 1986; Tobin et al.,
1989). By and large, however, the prevailing view was that
families had both the right and the responsibility to raise their
young children as they saw fit; the provision of services to care
for or educate the very young was not the responsibility of the
state, either at the local or federal level.

The provision of care for young children primarily for
economic (not educational) ends was paralleled, during the
same historical period, by a different type of concern. The first
“kindergartens,” aimed primarily at developing children’s
moral and social sensibilities from three years of age, came into
being during the middle of the nineteenth century, and were
aimed at educating the children of the wealthy. By the mid-
1920s these schools were known as “nursery schools” and were
designed to augment the education and socialization of young
middle- and upper-class children. Given that their mothers did
not work outside the home, the sessions were most commonly
for half a day only, rather than the full-day care provided by
the day-care centers.

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed a shift

in beliefs about preschool institutions for the children of poor
and working-class parents. One of the reasons for this shift was
the launching of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957, in the
midst of the Cold War, which was interpreted as a challenge
to the United States’ education system. A good deal of research
was conducted that showed the impact of social class on indi-
viduals’ performance, both in IQ and in school tests. Children
from the lower socioeconomic groups arrived in school with
cognitive skills far less developed than those whose parents
were privileged, and those differences magnified the longer
they were in school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1994;
Kerckhoff, 1993). It was the Americans’ perceived educational
weakness compared first to the Russians and then to the
Japanese that led for the first time for calls for the children of
the poor to receive preschool education (rather than just care
while their parents worked) to overcome their apparent depri-
vation.

In 1965, as part of the “War on Poverty” instituted by Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson, Head Start was begun (Public Law
88-452). Head Start programs clearly aimed at educating poor
children, but the educational focus was quite different to what
was typically provided in preschools for the children of the
wealthy. “In contrast to the nursery schools of the 1950s, most
Head Start programs emphasized education more than
development — or more precisely, learning to learn” (Scarr &
Weinberg, 1986, p. 1143). Head Start classrooms prioritized
the training of skills required for school, not only in the
academic realm (pre-literacy and pre-numeracy) but also in
the social arena (such as paying attention, following instruc-
tions, and obeying the school norms).

This program, from its inception, has been much debated.
Although scholars reported successes in the early school
performance of those who attended Head Start versus those who
did not, these effects initially seemed to disappear fairly quickly
(Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Cicirelli, 1969; Datta, 1979). More
recent evaluations, however, have shown the positive effects of
participation in Head Start, with improvements in both cogni-
tive and socioemotional domains (Zill et al., 2003). Longitudi-
nal analyses indicated that positive effects last over time, since
various studies showed better school performance (e.g., lower
rates of grade retention, referral to special education, and
school drop out) and better socioemotional development (e.g.,
higher rates of employment, lower rates of teenage pregnancy
and criminality) for students who participated in both the
Perry Preschool program and Head Start compared with those
who did not (Schweinhart et al., 2005; Slaughter-Defoe &
Rubin, 2001) and generally better quality than other child-care
settings and state prekindergarten programs (Ripple, Gilliam,
Chanana, & Zigler, 1999; Zigler & Styfco, 2004).

Since the institution of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (commonly known as the
“welfare-to-work program”) in 1996, there have been
increased demands for child care from mothers who are now
expected to find work rather than receive welfare assistance.
One relatively new alternative for mothers with infants and
toddlers is the Early Head Start program, which began in 1995
and as of 2004 served more than 60,000 families with young
children across the United States (Love et al., 2005). Another
rapidly growing source of support has come at the state level,
where 55 different statewide prekinderten programs are
currently in existence, five times more than in 1980 (Gilliam
& Zigler, 2004).

There has thus been a rapid growth in the numbers of

Downloaded from http:/jbd.sagepub.com at UNIV N CAROLINA GREENSBORO on April 7, 2008
© 2008 International Society for the Study of Behavioral Development. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.


http://jbd.sagepub.com



http://jbd.sagepub.com



















