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There are a few different approaches to education that move beyond 
traditional methods. The Bank Street Approach allows the students 
the ability to better understand themselves and find a deeper meaning 
in the world around them. We take a look at how this approach works 
and what it’s like to learn in this way. 

Laura Guarino, Associate Dean, Bank Street School for Children:  
The Bank Street approach to education is called the developmental 
interaction approach and um it is exactly what it sounds like: it is a 
combination of thinking about where children are developmentally 
and a belief that they learn best when they’re having  hands-on  
real-life interaction with materials people places and things. Wo the developmental arc of it is what you would imagine:  
a three-year-old learns very differently than an eighth grader, and for the youngest children that learning means it’s very  
concrete, it’s in the moment, and it’s observable and touchable. And as children get older it becomes more abstract. 

Davia Brown-Franklyn, Director, Bank Street Education Center:  When you think about development alone you think 
about child development and adult development, and so, I think the approach really starts and stems from people 
understanding development,  right? And then there’s the interactions, and so, the interactions can be between teacher to 
teacher, student to teacher, parent to teacher, student to family, family to student. And so, interactions mean interactions 
in a broad scope. For us, the most important is interaction to materials and environment. 

Shael Polakow-Suransky, President, Bank Street College of Education:  
At Bank Street, we really believe it’s important to build from the strengths 
of the learner, so that could be a child or it could be an adult, and to really 
know them well, which means you’re not just approaching the learner as 
someone who’s learning academic or cognitive skills, you’re also thinking 
about them as a full human being. 

The Bank Street approach began its unique style of education more than 
a century ago and has been molding young minds ever since. 

Laura Guarino:  It began in 1916 with two women—Lucy Sprague Mitchell 
and Harriet Johnson, who were educators who were questioning the 

common perception of the time, which is that children were little empty vessels that needed to be filled up with information. 
And they began their inquiry by observing young children—infants, toddlers, two-year-olds, three-year-olds. And what 
they noticed was that these children had a great sense of their own agency over what it was that interested them and that 
they were learning things even when people weren’t teaching it to them. 

Davia Brown-Franklyn:  There’s an emphasis of not only learning content for content’s sake, like “oh, I just have to  
learn how to write or read,” but really for purpose, right? What is the purpose? What is the messaging? What is the  
story that I’m going for or the understanding I’m trying to find out? And you do that in a way that really has more depth  
than its breadth.  

https://www.wnit.org/educationcounts/s/the-bank-street-approach.html


Kayla Wong, Head Teacher, School for Children:  “Its’  very 
much a partnership between the adults in the room, all the 
teachers, as well as all the children, are coming up with all the 
ideas and deciding the way the classroom is going. But I think 
from a teacher’s point of view, it also comes with this planned 
flexibility. You kind of have to plan for anything to happen. You 
are there as their guide, to help them through a curriculum, to 
understand whatever it is that they’re learning. 

Shael Polakow-Suransky:  There’s a lot more noise than you 
might see. You aren’t seeing kids sitting in rows. Kids aren’t work-

ing, they’re doing stuff. They might not even be in the classroom at all. They might be outside on a field trip or working 
on projects in their school community. It’s a very hands-on approach to learning, and that means really paying attention 
to the specifics of that community’s context. 

While free play and exploration drive the early years of learning, academics and structure are introduced around 
kindergarten. 

Kayla Wong:  So, it is an interesting place to be in kindergarten, where they’re so used to so much play coming from pre-
school, and it’s a lot more of their own choice, it’s a lot less structured curriculum, it’s much more broad, at least in pre-K 
classrooms. But it’s not as rigid as first grade. We do find that balance, and I think that’s where I was saying what our day 
looks like is that perfect transition—because they do spend most of their morning playing or the afternoons playing, and 
we make sure that they have that time to do that. But we’re introducing those academics in shorter periods. They do very 
different things. They’ll have a lot more of it when they move up to first grade. 

The Bank Street approach works to make sure all children are able to love what they’re learning, even as education 
evolves. 

Shael Polakow-Suransky:  Emotions, the way our brains  are built, are platforms for learning. So, part of the reason that 
most of us can remember a favorite teacher or coach in our lives is because of a relationship and a connection we formed 
and something  we felt in that teacher’s classroom. That’s because the way we learn is dependent on us feeling engaged, 
feeling known, and feeling cared about. 

Davia Brown-Franklyn:  We want to meet those needs and grow all 
children, right? Not just middle-class children, not just kids who have 
access to all of these other experiences like going to the museum and 
going to the opera and going to a theater. Those kinds of experiences 
need to be rolled into what a school experience is for all children. And 
so, having a Bank Street approach offers all children an opportunity to 
have access to an experience that’s different than what they’re used to. 

Laura Guarino:  The invention of technology in the in the forms that it 
now you know sort of occupies in our lives and what it looks like it’s going 
to be in the future, a progressive approach where children are learning 
to be critical thinkers and collaborators and be flexible about their work are actually the skill sets that are going  to be 
required of them because, in fact, it has become clear that the jobs that children who are four, five, six years old are going 
to hold likely haven’t even been invented yet. And so, it isn’t a skill set we can teach to. It’s a way of being in the world. 

Watch the video: wnit.org/educationcounts/s/the-bank-street-approach.html 
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