WHAT IF

tlealBODY

UNDERSTOOD

CHILD &

DEVELOPMENT O

Straight Talk About
Bettering Education |
and Children’s Lives




What If Everybody
Understood Child

Development?

Straight Talk About Bettering
Education and Childrens Lives

Rae Pica

SSSSSSSSSSS



C&RWIN

A SAGE Company

FOR INFORMATION:

Corwin

A SAGE Company

2455 Teller Road

Thousand Oaks, California 91320
(800) 233-9936

www.corwin.com

SAGE Publications Ltd.
1 Oliver's Yard

55 City Road

London EC1Y 1SP
United Kingdom

SAGE Publications India Pvt. Ltd.

B 1/1 1 Mohan Cooperative Industrial Area
Mathura Road, New Delhi 110 044

India

SAGE Publications Asia-Pacific Pte. Ltd.
3 Church Street

#10-04 Samsung Hub

Singapore 049483

Acquisitions Editor:  Jessica Allan

Senior Associate Editor: Kimberly Greenberg
Editorial Assistant: Cesar Reyes

Production Editor: Melanie Birdsall

Copy Editor: Grace Kluck

Typesetter: C&M Digitals (P) Ltd.
Proofreader: Susan Schon

Cover Designer: Galil Buschman

Marketing Manager: Amanda Boudria

Copyright © 2015 by Corwin

All rights reserved. When forms and sample documents are
included, their use is authorized only by educators, local school
sites, and/or noncommercial or nonprofit entities that have

" purchased the book. Except for that usage, no part of this book

may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by
any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

All trademarks depicted within this book, including trademarks
appearing as part of a screenshot, figure, or other image, are
included solely for the purpose of illustration and are the property
of their respective holders. The use of the trademarks in no way
indicates any relationship with, or endorsement by, the holders of
said trademarks.

Printed in the United States of America

ISBN: 978-1-4833-8184-8

This book is printed on acid-free paper.

Certified Chain of Custody
SUSTAINABLE Frnmutlnn Sustainable Forestry
leATIVE W, rﬂprngrm org

SFI-012¢
SFI label applies to text stock

151617 181910987654321



Praise for What If Everybody Understood
Child Development? by Rae Pica

“What a pleasure to read commonsense wisdom about what young
children need!”

Diane Ravitch, Research Professor of Education
New York University

“This amazing book does far more than chase down the myths
about how to ensure that children are successful. It offers real,
research-backed practical strategies every teacher and parent can
use. This belongs on every desk for quick and handy use!”

Eric Jensen, Director
Jensen Learning, Maunaloa, HI

“This book is a must read for anyone who is part of the current
education system. It is time to think about what we are doing to the
youth who are the new digital generation era and to ensure we are
teaching them in ways that are the most developmentally appropriate.”

Lyneille Meza, Coordinator of Data and Assessment
Denton ISD

“This is a great read. Its social media flavor is inviting and
inspiring. The issues presented echo teacher discussions made
around the water fountain. [Rae Pica’s] expertise and evidence
based on research will move your hair-pulling complaints to
policy-changing action.”

Leonard J. Villanueva, Teacher
Palisades Elementary School

“This book offers provocative ideas for the new educator, the
experienced teacher, and administrators alike. Let’s use what we
know about child development to start remaking our schools to
meet the needs of all students. This book provides a starting point.”

Katrina L. Ladopoulos, Teacher
Crestwood Elementary School



“Rae Pica has a deep understanding of childhood development
and she has delved into every facet of it so that educators, parents,
and policymakers will come to that understanding too. What If
Everybody Understood Child Development? includes 29 critically
important chapters that focus on every single important issue we
don’t always take enough time to talk about. This book needs to
not just be on everyone’s shelves, but open in everyone’s hands.”

Peter DeWitt, Author/Consultant
Former K-5 Principal, Finding Common
Ground Blog—Education Week

“Our understanding of young children has become quite
distorted, as have our policies and practices. It’s time to reorient
our views and Rae Pica’s What If Everybody Understood Child
Development? gives clear examples of the problems and of the
solutions. To her, children are remarkable human beings—active,
caring, and creative. They are more than an investment in the
future. They are of immense value here and now.”

Joan Almon, Co-Founder
Alliance for Childhood

“Rae Pica’s What If Everybody Understood Child Development?,
in its so readable and so interesting format, is an important
contribution to a field that is constantly fighting to have facts
about child development guide and inform decision making about
young children rather than let the ‘theory of the day’ do harm to
our youngest learners. I love, love, love this book!”

Marcy Guddemi, Executive Director
Gesell Institute

“Rae Pica understands children. With her wisdom and insight, she
helps us know how to do right by kids in a world full of conflicting
pressures. Thank you, Rae, for this valuable book. We need it now
more than ever!”

Nancy Carlsson-Paige, Professor Emerita
Lesley University
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This book is dedicated to my oldest friend, Sheila Chapman,
who has known me since we were thirteen and
still loves me these many years later.



Preface

I n April 2013, I wrote a piece for Huffington Post called “What If
Everybody Understood Child Development?” because [ was fed
up with the many ridiculous actions taken against children in the
name of education or safety. What if all administrators, policymakers,
educators, and parents really understood children—how they develop
and what can be expected of them at certain stages? Surely children’s
lives would be so much better! Surely their education would be
greatly improved.

Writing the piece was a necessity for me. I was asking a question
that had been gnawing at me for some time. What I expected was
relief at putting the question out there. What I hoped was that educa-
tors, administrators, policymakers, and parents would take notice.
What I hadn’t predicted was the response both the question and the
piece would receive.

As of today, the post has been shared widely on social media,
acquiring, among other things, more than 2,500 Facebook shares and
23,000 Facebook likes. Recently, it was moved from Huff Post
Education to Huff Post Impact, where it received renewed interest
that began a whole new round of sharing.

Along those same lines, not long ago I tweeted images compar-
ing an “inactive” brain when someone is sitting quietly versus that
of a quite vibrant brain following 20 minutes of walking. My tweet
stated, “For those who think sitting = learning, take a look.” Within
a few hours there had been over 150 retweets and favorites. To this
day, the tweet is still receiving reactions.

The messages contained in my Huff piece and in my tweet
clearly resonated, especially with teachers who want to see “their”
opinions expressed, their thoughts and feelings validated, and who
need support to advocate for what’s right for children!



Preface XV

Because the messages resonated so strongly, I was inspired to
write this book. I wanted to offer teachers all of the above.
Additionally, I wanted to help inform those teachers, administrators,
policymakers, and parents who remain uncertain about what is
developmentally appropriate for children in early childhood class-
rooms and through the elementary grades.

The need for a basic understanding of children and developmen-
tally appropriate practice has never been greater, as

e the educational climate in this country continues to remove
decisions from the hands of educators and to place decisions
in the hands of those with little to no knowledge of either
children or education.

e many young teachers entering the field have grown up, as
have today’s young students, with little opportunity to experi-
ence the benefits of play, risk-taking, active learning, and life
without fear, technology, or academic accountability.

e society and the media continue to perpetuate myths (“earlier
is better,” “children must be protected from risk and mis-
takes,” “we must ‘give’ children self-esteem™) that harm
childhood and result in far too many bad educational policies.

Traditionally, the necessary understanding of children and devel-
opmentally appropriate practice would come from textbooks and
college courses. However, many preservice teachers still are not
required to study child development prior to beginning their careers.
Nor are administrators, parents, or policymakers required to be familiar
with the basic tenets of child development. In today’s society, with
“overwhelmed” the new normal, even if those who work and live with
kids were to realize the need for a better understanding of children,
few have time to read a textbook—or perhaps even a traditional
book—on the subject.

What If Everybody Understood Child Development? is not a
“traditional” book. Consisting of 29 essays, all of which run
approximately 900 to 1300 words in length, it meets the needs of
today’s busy readers who can easily and quickly read the pieces
whenever time allows, in whatever order preferred.

The opinions expressed in these essays are based on my 35 years
as an education consultant, but they’re also supported by research,
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anecdotal evidence, stories shared by teachers and parents, and the
views of experts in the fields of education, child development, play
research, the neurosciences, and more—most of whom I have inter-
viewed in my role as a radio host on BAM Radio Network. I feel as
though my years as an educator, together with the unique opportuni-
ties I’ve had to speak with hundreds of thought leaders, led me
inevitably to this project.

In addition to the thoughts expressed, each essay concludes with
what the executive producer at BAM Radio calls “actionable
insights”—recommendations for what you, as a teacher, parent, or
education advocate, can do to help bring about change. Each also
offers a short list of resources, including links to online articles and
the appropriate radio segments, for those wishing to learn more
about the topic at hand.

It’s unlikely you’ll agree with all of the opinions expressed here.
But whether or not you agree, it’s my hope that the straight talk in
What If Everybody Understood Child Development? will inspire and
motivate you to generate change—so children can begin to have the
lives and education they deserve.
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All Children Are Not the Same

“We have a tendencv in this countrv-to'nut everybody into a
formula—throw tnem am1nto me samerpox and have these
expectations that thev’re all 'eoine ta-do the same thing at the
same time,” stated Jane Healy; in“an interview for BAM Radio
Network, but “one size fits-all” does not.apply to children.

The Earlier the Better?

Whether we’re talking about academics or athletics, the idea that
earlier is better has infiltrated American society and education.
As a result, there’s been a pushdown in curriculum, and children
are expected to read as babies and to play like Beckham years
before their eye-foot coordination allows them to successfully
connect foot to ball.

The Power of Joy

Being a passive receptacle and being required to perform in ways
for which they’re not developmentally ready creates children
who come to resist—and even detest—"education.” Learning
that is joyful, on the other hand, creates a love of learning that an
individual will retain for a lifetime.
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Bubble Wrapping Not Required

To say that we've become “risk-aversive” where children are
concerned is to be laughably understated. And it’s not just
parents; teachers and school administrators, perhaps in reaction
to parents’ concerns and certainly in reaction to the fear of
litigation, are removing swing sets and even tag from their
playgrounds. But is a life without risk really best for children?

When Did a Hug Become a Bad Thing?

America has always been a low-touch society, but when teacher
education programs begin advising its students to put up a high-
five when a kid requests a hug, and teachers’ unions instruct
educators to refrain from touching kids at all, it’s time to take a
step back and reassess our priorities.

Teaching Girls They're
More Than a Pretty Face

Nearly half of all three- to six-year-old girls worry about being
fat, the sexualization of children has led to eating disorders in
those as young as six, and children rank body image among their
highest concerns! Teachers can help combat these attitudes by
helping young girls grasp that they are more than how they
look—and they can start with how they talk to girls.

Doing Away With the “Baby Stuff”’

When a school chief in Maryland declared that it was time to do
away with the “baby stuff” in preschool, he was referring to
naptime. My first thoughts were, When did preschoolers cease to
be babies in the lifespan of the average human being? and, When
did scientific findings change with regard to the human need for
sleep? The pressure for young students to spend more time on
“academics” has become so great that basic human needs are
being ignored and unmet.

“But Competition Is Human Nature”

Is competition human nature, or is it learned behavior? Is the world
a “dog-eat-dog” place? Is it a place that requires us to prepare our
children to do battle, rather than belong, to clash, rather than
collaborate, and to see everyone else as foe, not friend? Early
childhood and elementary education professionals are in a unique
position to encourage and foster cooperation among children—and
there are a great many reasons why they should want to do so.
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Terrorist Tots?

In the wake of the Sandy Hook shooting and other such incidents,
school safety, understandably, is a concern. But does school
safety necessitate the suspension of 2 six-year-old boys playing
cops and robbers during recess and using their fingers to make
imaginary guns or the suspension of a five-year-old kindergartner
who told another girl she was going to shoot her with her pink
Hello Kitty toy gun that discharges bubbles? Overkill, anyone?

Part II. Understanding the

10.
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12,

13.

Mind/Body Connection

The Myth of the Brain/Body Dichotomy

When the Texas State School Board was voting whether or not to
make daily physical education (PE) part of the curriculum, one
member pronounced, “If we have daily PE the kids will be
healthy but dumb!” Such is the legacy of philosopher Rene
Descartes, whose declaration, “I think, therefore I am,” was the
beginning of mind/body dualism—the belief that the mind and
body are separate entities.

Why Does Sitting Still Equal Learning?

Educators have long maintained that learning best occurs
while children are seated (and quiet, of course). But brain
research has shown that sitting increases fatigue and reduces
concentration—and that movement activates the brain much
more so than doing seatwork. Whether giving kids “brain
breaks” or allowing them to sit on exercise balls or stand at
tables in class, some teachers are beginning to rethink the
theory that sitting still equals learning.

In Defense of Active Learning

It may no longer be acceptable to run, jump, and dance in the
early childhood classroom simply for the joy and the physical,
social, and emotional benefits of it (sad but true), but what if
movement has cognitive benefits? What if it can be used to help
children meet standards? What if physically experiencing
concepts helps children learn better?

“Play” Is Not a Four-Letter Word

Educators all across the country tell me that children don’t know
how to play anymore. Why? Because they’re given so few
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