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 Planting Seeds
 Educational Philosophy

Planting Seeds programs center on a philosophy of love, nurturing and caring. As opposed to the much-accepted view that education’s main purpose is to provide skills for future careers, Planting Seeds strives to prepare children for LIFE.

Each human being, first and foremost, must feel a sense of self worth. “I am unique" and “I am valued for who I am and not what I do.” It is only then that one is able to reach out to others forming caring relationships that lie at the very heart of our ability to learn.  If the classroom is to evolve into a warm and caring community, the primary source of love must be the teacher.  By truly listening to the children, valuing their ideas, respecting their feelings, and recognizing each  one's personal gifts, an essential bond of trust is established.
Committed to the idea of holistic education, Planting Seeds designs programs that address the needs of the whole child:

Physically A child’s body needs to be nourished.
Emotionally One must feel loved and be able to express love.
Socially We all need to feel a sense of belonging to a caring and supportive community

Cognitively The child needs to develop essential critical thinking and problem solving skills.

Creatively Self expression is paramount. A child needs to be free to express who he/she is without fear of the judgment of others.

Spiritually A child needs to feel connected to nature and the universe.
Young children learn through all their senses. We acknowledge that students of all ages are intelligent in many different ways. Some are visual learners, others are auditory and still others are tactile. Our primary responsibility is to create and preserve a learning environment that is responsive to the needs and the abilities of all children. Free choice of activities and sharing of personal opinions is encouraged. With the teacher acting as guide and facilitator, emphasis is on teaching children to explore, experiment, to think and, most importantly, to understand, rather than hours of memorizing basic facts. We need to teach children to learn how to learn. 

“The new hope of Guatemala's future rests with its children. We continue to believe that the only way this world is ever going to change is by teaching children to love themselves and care about others from their earliest possible years. They need to think and to problem solve, and to create, so that one day, they can lead their generation into a whole new way of being in this world…a way of freedom…a way of peace…and a way of love.”    Planting Seeds 2002

Theoretical Foundation of Our Educational Philosophy 

  Jean Piaget:  Cognitive-Developmental Theory
“The principle goal of education is to create men who are capable of doing new things, not simply repeating what other generations have done.” Jean Piaget (1896-1980)

Jean Piaget was one of the most influential researchers in the area of developmental psychology during the 20th Century. He is best known for his stages of Cognitive Development. He became interested in learning how children think and studied them carefully.  He discovered that children think and reason differently at different periods in their lives and identified four stages of cognitive development, each having major cognitive tasks that must be accomplished.

Sensorimotor:  Birth to two years - mastery of concrete objects

Preoperational:  Two to seven years - mastery of symbols

Concrete operational:  Seven to eleven years - mastery of classes, relations and numbers and how to reason

Formal operational:   Eleven years up – mastery of abstract thinking

Piaget discovered that children progress through these stages in sequence, but the rate of development varies from child to child.  Development is influenced by heredity and environment. In order to teach children we must know, by observing and recording, which stage the individual is at, so that we can plan developmentally appropriate activities for each child. 
Piaget’s approach to learning is a readiness approach, which emphasizes that children cannot learn something until maturation gives them certain prerequisites. Children who are at a certain stage cannot be taught the concepts of a higher stage.

Implications for Education

A Piagetian-inspired curricula emphasizes a learner-centered educational philosophy. Piaget espoused active discovery learning in schools. Children need to explore, manipulate, experiment, and search out answers for themselves. Teachers need to assess the child’s present cognitive level, both their strengths and weaknesses. Instruction should be individualized as much as possible, and children should have the opportunity to communicate with one another. Piaget saw teachers as Guides and Facilitators of knowledge in the classroom, as opposed to the traditional teacher-directed methodology. Learning is much more meaningful if the child is allowed to experiment on his own rather than listening to the teacher lecture.  

In active learning the teacher must have faith in the child’s ability to learn on his own. Piaget stresses that we must allow children to make mistakes and learn from them. 

Source: Adapted from Essay by Wanda Y. Ginn www.sk.com.br/skpiage.html
Howard Gardner Multiple Intelligences
The theory of multiple intelligences was developed in 1983 by Dr. Howard Gardner, professor of education at Harvard University. It suggests that the traditional notion of intelligence, based on I.Q. testing, is far too limited. Instead, Dr. Gardner proposes eight different intelligences to account for a broader range of human potential in children and adults, including:

· Linguistic intelligence ("word smart")

· Logical-mathematical intelligence ("number/reasoning smart")

· Spatial intelligence ("picture smart")

· Bodily-Kinesthetic intelligence ("body smart")

· Musical intelligence ("music smart")

· Interpersonal intelligence ("people smart")

· Intrapersonal intelligence ("self smart")

· Naturalist intelligence ("nature smart")

Dr. Gardner says that our schools and culture focus most of their attention on linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligence. We esteem the highly articulate or logical people of our culture. However, Dr. Gardner says that we should also place equal attention on individuals who show gifts in the other intelligences: the artists, architects, musicians, naturalists, designers, dancers, therapists, entrepreneurs, and others who enrich the world in which we live. Unfortunately, many children who have these gifts don’t receive much reinforcement for them in school. Many of these kids, in fact, end up being labeled "learning disabled," "ADD (attention deficit disorder)," or simply underachievers, when their unique ways of thinking and learning aren’t addressed by a heavily linguistic or logical-mathematical classroom. The theory of multiple intelligences proposes a major transformation in the way our schools are run. It suggests that teachers be trained to present their lessons in a wide variety of ways using music, cooperative learning, art activities, role play, multimedia, field trips, inner reflection, and much more. 
The good news is that the theory of multiple intelligences has grabbed the attention of many educators around the country, and hundreds of schools are currently using its philosophy to redesign the way it educates children. The bad news is that there are thousands of schools still out there that teach in the same old dull way, through dry lectures, and boring worksheets and textbooks. The challenge is to get this information out to many more teachers, school administrators, and others who work with children, so that each child has the opportunity to learn in ways harmonious with their unique minds.

How to Learn Anything 8 Different Ways

One of the most remarkable features of the theory of multiple intelligences is how it provides eight different potential pathways to learning. If a teacher is having difficulty reaching a student in the more traditional linguistic or logical ways of instruction, the theory of multiple intelligences suggests several other ways in which the material might be presented to facilitate effective learning. Whether you are a kindergarten teacher, a graduate school instructor, or an adult learner seeking better ways of pursuing self-study on any subject of interest, the same basic guidelines apply.

Source:  Dr. Thomas Armstrong, http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/multiple_intelligences.php
William Glasser:  Choice Theory

William Glasser was a Doctor of Psychiatry who based his ideas on his concept of “Choice Theory”.  Dr. Glasser felt that all long lasting psychological problems are relationship problems and that the only person’s behavior we can change is our own. His 1998 book, Choice Theory: A New Psychology of Personal Freedom, the primary text for this  theory states that: 

· all we do is behave

· that almost all behavior is chosen, and 

· we are driven by our genes to satisfy five basic needs: survival, love and belonging, power, freedom and fun.

In practice, the most important need is love and belonging, as closeness and connectedness with the people we care about is a requisite for satisfying all of the needs.  External control, the present psychology of most people, is destructive to relationships. When used, it will destroy the ability of one or both to find satisfaction in that relationship and will result in a disconnection from each other. Being disconnected is the source of almost all human problems such as mental illness, drug addiction, violence, crime, school failure, spousal abuse, to mention a few.
Successful teaching is based on strong relationships.  Dr. Glaser believes that as teachers we need to stop The Seven Deadly Habits that destroy relationships:
1. Criticizing

2. Blaming

3. Complaining

4. Nagging

5. Threatening

6. Punishing

7. Rewarding children to control them.

These habits are external  and  controlling.  Teachers need to replace these with The Seven Choice Theory habits:
1. Caring

2. Listening

3. Supporting

4. Contributing

5. Encouraging

Trusting

6. Befriending
Choice Theory stresses the importance of every relationship in the program. It is based on the philosophy that we choose everything we do and we can always make a better choice. The focus is to avoid power struggles and teach problem solving skills. We need to talk about each one of us having a need for love and belonging.

The need for power and control destroys relationships. Relationships are based on trust. When people are getting along they feel connected. When they feel connected they want to help each other. Punishment does not foster connection.

Dr. Glasser states that small class sizes are essential to establishing good teacher student relationships.  He also recommends eliminating the ABCDF grading system.  He believes that students will not see themselves as capable of doing competent work as long as they receive C’s D’s and F’s. It creates unhealthy competition between students and parents. 
Sources and links:

The William Glasser Institute: http://www.wglasser.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=12&Itemid=27

William Glasser, Choice Theory: A New Psychology of Personal Freedom, Harper Collins, NY 1998.

Methodology: Implementation of Philosophy 

at Preschool and Primary Levels

1.  Background

In 2005, Oneness Canada introduced the Planting Seeds philosophy and methodology at “Safe Passage” (a well established NGO at the Guatemala City Dump) www.safepassage.org . This has now become our model program. After successfully incorporating Planting Seeds into programs for children from 2 to 5 years of age, Safe Passage and Oneness Canada established a pilot project with the goal of incorporating this developmental approach for children up to grade three, thereby implementing early childhood strategies for the primary grades. Though extensive research promotes activity-based, experiential learning in early childhood programs, when children enter the primary grades, many schools invariably change the way they teach. Most often, the curriculum revolves around standardized testing and letter grades. The methodology moves from a child-centered, “learning through play” approach to one of memorizing facts and formulas, and doing numerous worksheets. Instead of offering choices that allow each child to work at a developmentally appropriate level, all children are expected to progress at the same rate. Children who develop at a slower rate in various subjects are too often labeled as failures. The emphasis focuses on academic excellence as opposed to the holistic approach offered in the early childhood programs. 

In contrast, Safe Passage has adopted the more progressive methodology of Planting Seeds in both its preschool and primary level programs, and is now using a child-centered, activity-based curriculum through grade two, with the goal of extending this approach through grade three.  The integration of the Planting Seeds methodology into the primary grades at Safe Passage reflects its founder’s (Hanley Denning) educational philosophy and ensures that each child reaches his or her unique potential in spite of the unimaginable poverty endured at the Guatemala City garbage dump. 
2.  The Planting Seeds Methodology and Pilot Program

Based on the works of Jean Piaget and his Cognitive-Developmental approach to learning, Howard Gardner's theory of Multiple Intelligences, William Glasser's Choice Theory to name only a few, Planting Seeds methodology is based on the following principles:

· Children need to feel loved and cared for.

· Successful teaching is based on strong relationships.

· Young children learn best through play.

· Early childhood programs should be child-centered and activity-based.

· There must be a balance between “child-initiated” and “teacher directed” activities.

· Children need to experience success in order to feel good about themselves. Therefore activities need to be developmentally appropriate for the age and stage of the child.

· Each child is unique and develops along his/her own developmental continuum. 

· Children progress at their own rate and develop their own learning style.

· Intelligence is evident in many diverse ways. 

· Creativity is self-expression. 

· Homework is not appropriate for preschool children. Moderate amounts (10 to 30 minutes per day) are acceptable for primary-age children.

In response to Safe Passage's educational philosophy and the basic learning principles of Planting Seeds the following methodology has been implemented at the preschool level.
Planting Seeds classrooms are kept relatively small, averaging about 15 children with one trained teacher and an assistant or volunteer. The teacher prepares a rich and stimulating environment each day before the children arrive. Activities are planned each week around the monthly theme. With very specific goals and objectives in mind, teachers skillfully create a play-oriented program that belies the fact that children are actually learning, thus appealing much more to young children than the more traditional methods used in Guatemala.

At the heart of the program is the philosophy, which allows children to initiate their own learning through self-directed play. Children choose which area they want to go to and how long they wish to stay. Each area is equipped with a number of developmentally appropriate activities to meet the learning ranges of the different children in the class. Through gentle guidance the teacher ensures that each child is sufficiently challenged, but at the same time is assured of the possibility of success. 

The Schedule provides a large block of time to allow the children to visit the various learning centers, as opposed to short twenty to thirty minute periods offered in some of the traditional systems that fail to recognize that children need different amounts of time to engage in, and complete an activity. This longer time frame enables children to choose the activities they wish to do and complete them before moving on to the next, resulting in a longer attention span and an increased sense of satisfaction. The classrooms are set up with eight different areas of learning to meet the various needs of children.

The Creativity Area helps to develop imagination and to build confidence and a sense of self.

Table Top Toys expand cognitive learning and fine motor skills.

The Block Corner promotes imagination, cooperation, spatial awareness, mathematics and science 

The Book Area tries to instill a love of books, foster imagination and develop pre- reading skills.

The Pre-Writing Area develops small hand muscles, eye-hand coordination, fine motor skills and the pincer grasp.

The Role Play Area fosters social skills, promotes imagination and allows children to act out scenarios from their everyday lives, and learn about the various roles of others.

The Sand Area promotes teamwork, imagination, sensory awareness and experimentation.

The Water Area heightens sensory awareness, develops imagination, and provides opportunity for discovery learning.

Circle Time encourages children to express themselves through discussion, music and movement, drama and story telling. It is also a time to learn about the concepts related to the theme.     

At the primary level, the classroom has 6 main areas:
The Math Area
The Spanish Language Area
The English Language Area
The Creativity Area
The Construction Area
The Teacher's Area
Though the methodology is similar to that of the preschool, the primary program meets the requirements of the Guatemalan Ministry of Education Curriculum, and the learning activities are geared to the older children.

Again, a number of hands-on activities are available at each center. Photocopied worksheets are discouraged. Children are assigned to their first area by the teacher, to ensure that children who are weak in a particular subject do not avoid areas in which they may be afraid of failure. When they have completed their first set of activities they may choose the rest of the areas they wish to visit for the day.

The teacher decides daily which children to start with at the teacher's center, and what learning needs she wishes to address. At each area the completed activities are recorded, enabling the teacher or volunteer to keep track of the progress of each child. The Social Studies curriculum is introduced at Circle Time.  Values and positive, caring relationships are modeled by the teacher and other adults in the class.

At the reinforcement program at Safe Passage, we are also committed to helping children with their homework, though philosophically we do not support the inordinate number of hours expected or the type of homework assigned. To allow time for the hands-on activities, a limited amount of homework time is allotted during class and children are expected to finish the remainder at home.
Research Findings Supporting a “Planting Seeds” Approach

Benefits of High Quality Early Education

Longitudinal research into three landmark programs -- the Abecedarian Project, the Chicago Child- Parent Centers (CPC), and the High/Scope Perry Preschool Program -- demonstrates that high-quality early education is an effective strategy for improving school performance and reducing achievement gaps among low-income and minority students. Equally important is that high-quality early education is critical to children’s health and social development. Following are key research findings about the benefits of high quality early education.

Improved School Readiness And Early Learning

· Children who participate in high-quality early education develop better language skills, score higher in school-readiness tests and have fewer behavioral problems in school.
· In Georgia, kindergarten teachers report that children enrolled in pre-k were better prepared for kindergarten, especially in the areas of pre-reading, pre-math and social skills.
· The Oklahoma universal pre-k program significantly improves pre-reading and reading skills, pre-writing and spelling skills, and math reasoning and problem-solving abilities.
Higher Academic Achievement 
· Longitudinal studies of early childhood interventions during infancy as well as the pre-kindergarten years have shown that high-quality programs have academic benefits for children of various socio-economic backgrounds. 
· Low-income children who attended high-quality early education programs scored higher on average on school achievement tests between ages 9 and 14 than children who did not.
· Low-income children with high-quality early learning experiences are 40% less likely to need special education or be held back a grade.
Greater Educational Attainment 
· Low-income children who attended high-quality early education programs on average outperformed those who did not on literacy tests at ages 19 and 27.
· Low-income children with high-quality early learning experiences are 30% more likely to graduate from high school, and more than twice as likely to attend college.
· At age 40, adults who participated in high-quality early childhood education programs during their preschool years were more likely to be employed, and had 36% higher median annual earnings than the control group.  
Reduction In High-Risk Behaviors 
· Adolescents and adults who have participated in high-quality early education make more productive choices about their personal health and safety, leading to improved life outcomes. 
· Abecedarian Project participants were 16% less likely to smoke than non-participants and Perry Preschool participants were less likely to use drugs (23%) and abuse alcohol (10%).  
· Abecedarian Project participants were less likely to become teenage mothers, and teenage mothers with children enrolled in Perry Preschool were 58% more likely to graduate from high school. 
· Perry Preschool participants were 23% more likely to report wearing a seatbelt.  
Improved Health Outcomes 
· High-quality early education programs deliver important on-site services, such as nutritional supports, and proactively engage parents to enhance children’s well being at home. As a result, participants in high-quality early education programs report fewer health problems and stronger family relationships. 
· CPC families provided increased support for their child’s social and emotional development and only 5% of CPC participants were victims of abuse or neglect, compared to 10.3% of non-participants. 
· As adults, Abecedarian participants were 11% less likely to experience depression than non-participants and CPC participants also experienced fewer depressive symptoms. 
· Perry Preschool graduates were less likely to miss work for health-related reasons, leading to gains in personal income and improved socio-economic status. 
Greater Access To Health Services 
· High-quality early education programs have the potential to increase children’s access to health services through referrals, screenings and preventive services (e.g. immunizations).
· Benefits extend into adulthood where researchers have found a significant relationship between participation in high-quality early education and health insurance coverage, awareness of one’s health, and the ability to pay for and seek treatment. 
· More CPC participants possessed health insurance as adults than non-participants (70.2% versus 61.5%).   
· As adults, Perry Preschool participants were 15% more likely to proactively seek medical treatment.   
Sources and Additional Reading:

L.J. Schweinhart (2005). Lifetime Effects:  The High/Scope Perry Preschool Study Through Age 40, Ypsilanti Michigan  High/Scope Press.

A.J. Reynolds et al. (2001), Long-term Effects of an Early Childhood Intervention on Educational Achievement and Juvenile Arrest, JAMA, 285(18)
W.S. Barnett and L.N. Masse (2007), A Benefit-Cost Analysis of the Abecedarian Early Childhood Intervention, National Institute for early Education Research. Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey.
Strategies for Children,  Boston, MA:  www.strategiesforchildren.org
 Characteristics of High Quality Early Education
"Long-term benefits result only from high-quality early childhood development programs--ones characterized by a child development curriculum, trained teaching staff, administrative leadership and curriculum support, small classes with a teacher and a teaching assistant, and systematic efforts to involve parents as partners."   Schweinhart (1988)

Characteristics that distinguish high-quality early learning settings include:  well-educated and caring teachers, developmentally appropriate curriculum and learning activities, and program quality standards.  Detailed assessments are necessary to ensure such standards are met.  Following is an example of The New York City Department of Education standards for early childhood programs, which includes two groups of quality measures:  process and structure.
Process Quality 
Process quality emphasizes the actual experiences that occur in educational settings, such as adult-child interactions and the types of activities in which children are engaged. It also includes health and safety provisions, as well as available materials, relationships with parents and professional development. 
· Environment:  Environments for young children must be physically safe, socially enhancing, emotionally nurturing, and intellectually stimulating. 
· Curriculum:  The curriculum enables children to reach a deeper understanding of a subject when they can make meaningful connections across several disciplines, through inquiry-based projects or themes.  Curriculum content is based on the observations of children’s interests, questions children ask or shared experiences within the natural environment. The primary focus of the curriculum is to emphasize the importance of developing the whole child.
· Assessment:  Assessment occurs within the context of everyday experiences, beginning with the information and observations shared by family members as the child moves from home to the preschool, assessment continues as teachers and other staff members observe and record behaviors throughout the day.  These systematically collected observations inform instructional practices about how to support children’s strengths and abilities and provide the foundation for meaningful parent-teacher conferences about a child’s progress. 

· Family Involvement:  Family members play a critical role in supporting growth and development of their children.  In early childhood programs, families are encouraged to be involved in all aspects of the program—planning, implementation, and evaluation. 
· Comprehensive Services:  Comprehensive services are an integral part of an effective early childhood program, including health services, physical examinations and primary prevention, vision and hearing screening, nutrition services, social services and counseling. 
· Transition and Continuity:  In order for children to move smoothly from home to preschool and through the early elementary grades, there must be similarities in goals, philosophy and expectations, for children, families, and staff.  Any special needs of children should be provided within the early childhood setting to reduce the fragmentation of services and to facilitate inclusion.
· Professional Development:  Professional development services, specifically geared towards early childhood education are an essential component of high-quality developmentally appropriate practices.  These services must be rigorous, content relevant, organized, strategic, and sustained throughout the year. 
Structural Quality 

The second way to measure quality is to review the structural characteristics of the program, such as adult-child ratios, class size, qualifications and compensation of teachers and staff, and square footage. 
· Group Size and Adult-Child Ratio:  The nature and needs of young children require consistent care and attention.  The younger the children, the smaller the group and the lower the adult-child ratio. 
· Staff Qualifications: The critical relationship between staff experience, high quality training, commensurate compensation and the effectiveness of a program is well documented.  Staff, teachers, social workers, and administrators, must have in-depth knowledge of child development and how young children learn. 
· Leadership and Administrative Supervision: The leadership articulates the educational philosophy to parents, staff and the community, and serves as a source of support for staff and families by facilitating ongoing opportunities for learning and development.  The leadership continually assesses program quality, institutes measures of accountability and promotes curriculum alignment with the feeder schools. 
· Space:  The early childhood classroom is a minimum of 30 square feet per child (540 square feet for 18 children) of wall-to-wall useable space.  Bathroom facilities are within the room or readily accessible for young children.  Large-muscle room (75 square feet per child) and/or outdoor space is provided. Space, equipment and furniture are maintained in a state of good repair and sanitation.  
Sources and further reading:

Strategies for Children. www.strategiesforchildren.org
New York City Department of Education. QualityEarlyChildhoodEducationPrograms2.pdf

Association for Childhood Education International (ACEI)  11501 Georgia Ave., Suite 315  Wheaton, MD 20902  (301) 942-2443 or (800) 423-3563; fax (301) 942-3012  Contact: Marilyn Gardner, Director of Conferences and Marketing  E-mail: acei@aol.com  WWW: http://www.udel.edu/bateman/acei/
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)  1509 16th St. N.W.  Washington, DC 20036-1426  (202) 232-8777 or (800) 424-2460; fax (202) 328-1846  Contact: Pat Spahr, Information Services Director  E-mail: pubaff@naeyc.org  WWW: http://www.naeyc.org/
How Humans Learn Best
As illustrated by brain development research, humans are born ready to learn, but our brains are wired to learn more effectively under certain conditions. We learn best when we ‘go with the grain of the brain’ instead of against it. Imagine schools designed to work in alignment with everything we now know about how kids learn, grow and thrive.
Learning is a Social Activity

Human beings are by nature and culture a small group species. We have survived, despite our physical vulnerability, by working together and solving problems as a group. And it is through collaboration – not competition – that we learn best. In fact, competitive learning environments (my mark is higher than your mark) encourage surface-level thinking, increase dislike for school and decrease both creativity and subject interest. People learn best through interactions with others, and these interactions strengthen both community and individuals.
Learning is Active and Needs Context

Learning is about actively making sense of the world around us by taking in new information, comparing it to our current understanding and negotiating meaning out of those interactions. We ‘construct’ our knowledge through experience – by doing. “The human mind is better equipped to gather information about the world by operating within it than by reading about it, hearing lectures on it, or studying abstract models of it”. 

Learning Depends on Motivation

Whether students experience intrinsic motivation is a great determiner, not only of their success in measurable terms such as grades (the ‘quantity’ of their success), but also in the quality of their learning. What do we know about engaging motivation? To motivate students we must engage their interest in the topic – students are more likely to remember and really understand what they are learning if they find it intriguing. There is strong evidence that rewards (such as grades) undermine intrinsic motivation, as rewards can turn play into work, and discourage risk-taking and creativity. Students also require some choices in what and how they learn, as “enthusiasm for one’s work quickly evaporates in the face of control -- deprive children of self-determination and you deprive them of motivation”. 

Learning is Personal

If we understand that learning is an active process of making sense of new information within the context of our own understanding and experience, then learning – by its very nature – is personal and individual. It matters who we are and what we bring with us in to the classroom. Add to that the power of interest in motivating the desire to learn and it becomes clear that education can’t rely on one-size-fits-all learning opportunities—our life experiences, personalities, talents and interests are far too diverse. Humans learn best when we recognize the individual, address the whole child and promote self-directed learning opportunities.

Source:  www.changelearning.ca 

The Power of Play
Cognitive and Emotional Development Through Play

Decades of research have shown that play is cru​cial to phys​i​cal, intel​lec​tual, and social-emotional devel​op​ment at all ages. This is espe​cially true of the purest form of play: the unstruc​tured, self-motivated, imag​i​na​tive, inde​pen​dent kind, where chil​dren ini​ti​ate their own games and even invent their own rules.
In infancy and early child​hood, play is the activ​ity through which chil​dren learn to rec​og​nize col​ors and shapes, tastes and sounds‚ the very build​ing blocks of real​ity. Play also pro​vides path​ways to love and social con​nec​tion. Ele​men​tary school chil​dren use play to learn mutual respect, friend​ship, coop​er​a​tion, and com​pe​ti​tion. For ado​les​cents, play is a means of explor​ing pos​si​ble iden​ti​ties, as well as a way to blow off steam and stay fit. Even adults have the poten​tial to unite play, love, and work. 

For too long, we have treated play as a lux​ury that kids, as well as adults, could do with​out. But the time has come for us to rec​og​nize why play is worth defend​ing: It is essen​tial to lead​ing a happy and healthy life.

In early child​hood, play helps chil​dren develop skills they cannot get in any other way. Bab​bling, for exam​ple, is a self-initiated form of play through which infants cre​ate the sounds they need to learn the lan​guage of their par​ents. Like​wise, chil​dren teach them​selves to crawl, stand, and walk through rep​e​ti​tious prac​tice play. At the preschool level, chil​dren engage in dra​matic play and learn who is a leader, who is a fol​lower, who is out​go​ing, who is shy. They also learn to nego​ti​ate their own conflicts.

A 2007 report from the Amer​i​can Acad​emy of Pedi​atrics doc​u​ments that play pro​motes not only behav​ioral devel​op​ment but brain growth as well. The Uni​ver​sity of North Carolina’s Abecedar​ian Early Child Inter​ven​tion pro​gram found that chil​dren who received an enriched, play-oriented par​ent​ing and early child​hood pro​gram had sig​nif​i​cantly higher IQ’s at age five than did a com​pa​ra​ble group of chil​dren who were not in the pro​gram (105 vs. 85 points).

A large body of research evi​dence also sup​ports the value and impor​tance of par​tic​u​lar types of play. For exam​ple, Israeli psy​chol​o​gist Sara Smilansky’s clas​sic stud​ies of socio​dra​matic play, where two or more chil​dren par​tic​i​pate in shared make believe, demon​strate the value of this play for aca​d​e​mic, social, and emo​tional learn​ing. “Socio​dra​matic play acti​vates resources that stim​u​late social and intel​lec​tual growth in the child, which in turn affects the child’s suc​cess in school,” con​cludes Smi​lan​sky in a 1990 study that com​pared Amer​i​can and Israeli chil​dren. “For exam​ple, prob​lem solv​ing in most school sub​jects requires a great deal of make believe, visu​al​iz​ing how the Eski​mos live, read​ing sto​ries, imag​in​ing a story and writ​ing it down, solv​ing arith​metic prob​lems, and deter​min​ing what will come next.”

Other research illus​trates the impor​tance of phys​i​cal play for children’s learn​ing and devel​op​ment. Some of these stud​ies have high​lighted the impor​tance of recess. Psy​chol​o​gist Anthony Pel​le​grini and his col​leagues have found that ele​men​tary school chil​dren become increas​ingly inat​ten​tive in class when recess is delayed. Sim​i​larly, stud​ies con​ducted in French and Cana​dian ele​men​tary schools over a period of four years found that reg​u​lar phys​i​cal activ​ity had pos​i​tive effects on aca​d​e​mic per​for​mance. Spend​ing one third of the school day in phys​i​cal edu​ca​tion, art, and music improved not only phys​i​cal fit​ness, but atti​tudes toward learn​ing and test scores. These find​ings echo those from one analy​sis of 200 stud​ies on the effects of exer​cise on cog​ni​tive func​tion​ing, which also sug​gests that phys​i​cal activ​ity pro​motes learning.

In recent years, and most espe​cially since the 2002 pas​sage of the No Child Left Behind Act, we’ve seen edu​ca​tors, pol​icy mak​ers, and many par​ents embrace the idea that early aca​d​e​mics leads to greater suc​cess in life. Yet sev​eral stud​ies by Kathy Hirsch-Pasek and col​leagues have com​pared the per​for​mance of chil​dren attend​ing aca​d​e​mic preschools with those attend​ing play-oriented preschools. The results showed no advan​tage in read​ing and math achieve​ment for chil​dren attend​ing the aca​d​e​mic preschools. But there was evi​dence that those chil​dren had higher lev​els of test anx​i​ety, were less cre​ative, and had more neg​a​tive atti​tudes toward school than did the chil​dren attend​ing the play preschools.

So if play is that impor​tant, why is it disappearing?

The decline of children’s free, self-initiated play is the result of a per​fect storm of tech​no​log​i​cal inno​va​tion, rapid social change, and eco​nomic globalization. Tech​no​log​i​cal inno​va​tions have led to the all-pervasiveness of tele​vi​sion and com​puter screens in our soci​ety in gen​eral, and in our homes in par​tic​u​lar.  An unin​tended con​se​quence of this inva​sion is that child​hood has moved indoors. Chil​dren who might once have enjoyed a pick-up game of base​ball in an empty lot now watch the game on TV, sit​ting on their couch.

Finally, a global econ​omy has increased parental fears about their children’s prospects in an increas​ingly high-tech mar​ket​place. Many middle-class par​ents have bought into the idea that edu​ca​tion is a race, and that the ear​lier you start your child in aca​d​e​mics, the bet​ter. Preschool tutor​ing in math and pro​grams such as the Kumon Sys​tem, which empha​sizes daily drills in math and read​ing, are becom​ing increas​ingly pop​u​lar. And all too many kinder​gartens, once ded​i​cated to learn​ing through play, have become full-day aca​d​e​mic insti​tu​tions that require test​ing and home​work. In such a world, play has come to be seen as a waste of pre​cious time. A 1999 sur​vey found that nearly a third of kinder​garten classes did not have a recess period.

As adults have increas​ingly thwarted self-initiated play and games, we have lost impor​tant mark​ers of the stages in a child’s devel​op​ment. In the absence of such mark​ers, it is dif​fi​cult to deter​mine what is appro​pri​ate and not appro​pri​ate for chil​dren. We run the risk of push​ing them into cer​tain activ​i​ties before they are ready, or stunt​ing the devel​op​ment of impor​tant intel​lec​tual, social, or emo​tional skills.

By push​ing young chil​dren into team sports for which they are not devel​op​men​tally ready, we rule out forms of play that once encour​aged them to learn skills of inde​pen​dence and cre​ativ​ity. Instead of learn​ing on their own in back​yards, fields, and on side​walks, chil​dren are only learn​ing to do what adults tell them to do. More​over, one study found that many chil​dren who start play​ing soc​cer at age four are burned out on that sport by the time they reach ado​les​cence, just the age when they might truly enjoy and excel at it.

Bring Back Play
Play is moti​vated by plea​sure. It is instinc​tive and part of the mat​u​ra​tional process. We can​not pre​vent chil​dren from self-initiated play; they will engage in it when​ever they can. The prob​lem is that we have cur​tailed the time and oppor​tu​ni​ties for such play. Obvi​ously we can​not turn the clock back and reverse the tech​no​log​i​cal, social, and eco​nomic changes that have helped silence children’s play. Tele​vi​sion, com​put​ers, new fam​ily mod​els, and glob​al​iza​tion are here to stay.

Another way we can help bring play back into children’s lives is to have schools restore recess for at least half an hour. As research demon​strates, aca​d​e​mics are unlikely to suf​fer from this change; if any​thing, they’ll ben​e​fit.  We must also address the more gen​eral prob​lem of test-driven cur​ric​ula in today’s schools. When teach​ers are forced to teach to the test, they become less inno​v​a​tive in their teach​ing meth​ods, with less room for games and imag​i​na​tion. More cre​ative teach​ing meth​ods build upon children’s inter​ests and atti​tudes their play​ful dis​po​si​tion and this encour​ages them to enjoy their teach​ers, which in turn enhances their inter​est in the sub​ject mat​ter. 
When we adults unite play, love, and work in our lives, we set an exam​ple that our chil​dren can fol​low. That just might be the best way to bring play back into the lives of our chil​dren‚ and build a more play​ful culture.

Source: Adapted from Greater Good Mag​a​zine, UC-Berkeley. Author: David Elkind, Ph.D., pro​fes​sor emer​i​tus of child devel​op​ment at Tufts Uni​ver​sity and author of The Hur​ried Child, Mise​d​u​ca​tion, and, most recently, The Power of Play: Learn​ing That Comes Nat​u​rally. 

Recent Research Findings on the Importance of Play

Young children learn best through play. This mantra of early childhood experts is supported anew in research by MIT scientists at the Boston Children’s Museum and Museum of Science.

The more playful the prompt from an adult, the more engaged the children and the more likely they were to explore how a toy works.  At the Children’s Museum, the more randomly researchers chose soft, squeaky balls from a box the more likely toddlers were to see if a ball they were handed squeaked, too. At the Science Museum, adults showing preschool-aged children a complicated toy sometimes explicitly told them one way it worked and sometimes seemed to randomly discover the same aspect of the toy. The children who received explicit instruction were less likely to explore the toy and discover its other attributes.

“People on the front lines feel as if there’s a tremendous pressure to make the environment for young children more and more academic — less and less exploratory,” says Alison Gopnik, a professor of psychology at the University of California, Berkeley. “Even something that looks like random, exploratory play can help children to learn and in some cases help them to learn better.”
Work from Gopnik’s lab is the subject of another study at Berkeley.  As in the Museum of Science study, preschool-aged children who received direct instruction about how a complex toy works were less likely to discover its characteristics on their own than children who watched an adult randomly, playfully discover a trait.

 As so often happens in science, two studies from different labs, using different techniques, have simultaneously produced strikingly similar results. They provide scientific support for the intuitions many teachers have had all along: Direct instruction really can limit young children’s learning. Teaching is a very effective way to get children to learn something specific—this tube squeaks, say, or a squish then a press then a pull causes the music to play. But it also makes children less likely to discover unexpected information and to draw unexpected conclusions. Why might children behave this way? Adults often assume that most learning is the result of teaching and that exploratory, spontaneous learning is unusual. But actually, spontaneous learning is more fundamental. It’s this kind of learning, in fact, that allows kids to learn from teachers in the first place. 
Adapted from summary of Boston Globe article, March 28, 2011, by Irene Sege, Strategies for Children
The Case Against Homework
According to a 2001 review of more than 120 studies of homework and its effects by Professor Harris Cooper of Duke University, the country’s (USA) leading homework researcher, and his 2006 review of an additional 60 studies, there is very little correlation between the amount of homework and achievement in elementary school and only a moderate correlation in middle school. Even in high school “too much homework may diminish its effectiveness or even become counterproductive,” writes Cooper in his latest research review.

Many countries with the highest scoring students on achievement tests, such as Denmark, Japan and the Czech Republic have teachers who assign little homework. Meanwhile countries such as Greece, Thailand and Iran, where students have some of the worst average scores, have teachers who assign a lot of homework.
Most teachers do not take courses specifically on homework during teacher training. In fact research shows that the great majority are unaware of research on the problems of homework.

Recommended Homework Guidelines

According to Professor Cooper, children should be assigned no more than 10 minutes per grade level per night (Monday through Thursday only). This means 10 minutes in the first grade, 20 minutes in the second etc…….up to a maximum of two hours per night in high school.

The National Education Association and National Parent Teacher Association recommend no more than 10 to 20 minutes of homework per night (grades k-2) and 30 to 60 minutes per night (grades 3-6). 

Source – www.stophomework.com/fact.pdf
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