September 2009

Dear Dr. Harris,

It is with utmost gratitude and unfaltering confidence that I testify to the standards of academic excellence at Price William Academy. 

Four years ago, I faced the daunting task of finding the “best” pre-school for Shan, the first of my three children. My training as a physician in Pediatrics and Neurology only raised my expectations higher and made my task more challenging. I was trying to find not just a colorful play facility but rather a program which would constantly invigorate and stimulate my child’s brain. I found this expectation realized in only one school in the Northern Virginia area – Prince William Academy.

Most pre-schools in the area have a disappointing lack of clear structured curricula for the young pre-schoolers. PWA truly recognizes the potential of these young minds . My son(as well as his entire class) was reading effortlessly at 4 and as he graduated Kindergarten, he knew his multiplication tables up to 8 times and was able to do some small division. The children have spelling tests each week and completed several Journals. These are NOT “gifted” children or outliers - they are simply fortunate to have received the RIGHT input to their brains at the RIGHT time. 

My background in Neuroscience has taught me invaluable lessons. Scientists readily recognize that starting in infancy and continuing into later childhood there is a dramatic increase in the number of synapses (links) that connect neurons (cells) in the brain. Up to age ten, children’s brains contain more synapses than at any other time in their life. Early childhood experiences fine tune the brains synaptic connections in a process called pruning. Exposures and experiences reinforce and maintain synapses that are repeatedly used while unused synapses fade away in time. Therefore, this period of life is considered a critical period in the child’s cognitive development, never to be found again. It is a time when the brain is particularly efficient in acquiring and learning a range of skills. We as parents determine whether our children will benefit from rich and stimulating learning environments or whether we deprive them of this significant learning opportunity forever. In essence, how the young brain is trained to perform at this young age will determine what it will accomplish in the future. 

Language is another perfect example of this brain phenomena of brain plasticity. At three months the brain has the potential to distinguish several hundred spoken sounds. Over the next few months the brain organizes itself to recognize only the sounds it hears. During early childhood the brain retains its ability (plasticity) to discriminate sounds it has discarded (i.e., not yet organized). This is why young children can easily learn foreign languages accent-free. After age ten, this plasticity is lost. Children can still learn foreign language but considerable more effort is required. Starting at age two, all children at PWA receive instruction in two foreign languages from an available choice of four. No school in the state of Virginia, with the exception of language immersion programs can provide this.

Another aspect of PWA philosophy which was particularly impressive to me is the international flavor that permeates every aspect of school functioning. The teachers, the student body and varied cultural experiences that accompany every aspect of learning are truly unique and are undeniably vital to the success of our children in today’s world.
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