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FORWARD
by Jean Baker Miller, M.D. and Judith V. Jordan, Ph.D.

What a wonderful view of children! The authors begin with the child's
desires and wants, seeing them not as the source of problems but of connection-and ultimately of community. When a child's needs, desires and wants are
validated, the child gets the message "Wanting is okay; you're okay." These
authors suggest that adults can meet a child at his desire and then link her/his
desire to others' desires. In knowing her own desires, the child can know
another's. She can begin to build the most valuable basis for connection:
empathy. The child beings to know the experience of empathy for herself
through the attunement coming from adults and she begins to feel empathy for
the other.
In recent years, several authors have emphasized the importance of
empathy. We believe it is still not seen in its true worth. It is the most precious
of human gifts, the ability to feel as the other feels, and to be with the other in
understanding. Quite simply, empathy moves us from isolation to connection.
We all have the capacity for empathy unless it is trained out of us…and it often
is. Typically, empathy is seen as a one-way experience, from parent to child,
from therapist to client. To this one-way view of empathy, Judith Jordan and
Janet Surrey have added the idea of mutual empathy (Jordan et al, 1991). This is
an experience of mutual responsiveness, open to being moved and with
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awareness of our impact on others: just as you feel with me, I can feel with you.
When this mutual empathy flows between us, we create something new, a
different form of relationality, a flowing together that makes us more fully
ourselves as we are more fully with each other, creating a connection based in
authenticity (Miller and Stiver, 1997; Jordan, 2001.)
Meeting the child in her desire allows the child to enjoy her own interests
and abilities. These capacities can feel like good things in themselves as well as
the paths to connection with others. These can be the wellsprings of her sense of
valuing herself and understanding others, not the sources of "selfish"
gratification. As Maryhelen Snyder emphasizes in her Introduction, when
propelled in this way, the child needs no external praise. Indeed, it can be
confusing. The child is not seeking praise. She has already found the most
valuable experience: knowing her own wishes and feelings and finding these to
be a basis for connecting with others.
These connections form a sound and solid base of what the authors call a
"justice culture" and which others have called conscience. The child develops a
sense of community arising from his own deepest longing rather than in
surrender to restrictions imposed by others. It is in this place of responsiveness
and responsibility to the surrounding community, of empathic joining with
others that a lively, integrated sense of justice develops.
As Maryhelen Snyder states also, this approach implies that "there is no
inherent contradiction between relational needs and autonomous functioning".
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We at the Stone Center prefer the word "authenticity" to "autonomy", believing it
captures the child's (or adult's) own interests, as well as her desire to participate
in and contribute to relationships. The child wants to participate, bringing
herself as fully as possible into relationship: this is at the core of authenticity (
Miller and Stiver, 1997; Miller et al, 1999).
Adult help is essential. Young children don't know all of the methods of
acting on their desires in the ways that will lead them to empathy and
connection. Adults have to guide them. But the way they guide makes all the
difference--, as do the adult's beliefs about human nature. A belief in the basic
desire to connect, to participate in relationships rather than a belief in the basic
selfishness and greed in human nature allows adults to support the natural
unfolding of a child's desires rather than using coercion or punishment to
suppress these "selfish motivations."
This brings us to the next great gift this book offers us. The authors
provide vivid examples that make this guidance come alive. The reader can
perceive exactly how the teacher puts these ideas into practice and how children
respond. The illustrations make these wonderful concepts convincing. They are
not some Utopian notions. We can see them before our eyes. And we can learn
how to apply them ourselves.
This small book is worth more than many tomes. We believe all those
who live or work with children--parents, teachers, childcare workers, and
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therapists-- will find it extraordinarily valuable. It also sends a message of hope
about human nature and our basic desire to connect.

January, 2003

References

Jordan, J, Kaplan, A, Miller, JB, Stiver, I, Surrey, J. (1991) Women's Growth in
Connection. New York: Guilford.
Jordan, J. (2001) A relational-cultural model: healing through mutual empathy.
Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic. Vol 65, No 1 (92-103).
Miller, JB and Stiver, I.(1997) The Healing Connection. Boston,MA: Beacon Press.
Miller, JB, Jordan, J., Stiver, I, Walker, M, Surrey, J, Eldridge, N (1999). Therapists'
authenticity. Work in Progress, No. 82. Wellesley, MA: Stone Center
Working Paper Series.

ix

INTRODUCTION
to New Edition of The Young Child as Person
by Maryhelen Snyder, Ph.D.

Although the three authors of this book have died since its paperback
publication in 1985 by Human Sciences Press, the ideas and practices described
here are still, almost two decades later, on the forefront of today’s thinking about
the development of the young child.
The applicability of the ideas lies largely in the wealth of carefully detailed
observations and anecdotal information that allow the reader to observe “first
hand” how the full development of the young child as person is most effectively
nurtured and promoted.
Among the significant theoretical contributions that are freshly described
and illustrated are the following:
1. The young child’s intelligence, creativity, and caring do not need to be
shaped by reward or praise as these constructs are defined in contemporary
learning theory. On the contrary, the young child tends to be confused and
misdirected by actions which remove experience from its intrinsic relational
and functional value.
2. The young child is ready to be an active participant in the formation of a
“justice culture” in which everyone’s rights and freedoms, collaborative
thinking and problem solving, and the open sharing and valuing of all
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feelings and ideas take place. The natural interest in the happiness of the
other person can be repeatedly witnessed in a three or four year old.
3. The understanding of the young child is a dynamic process in which the child
is an active participant. Empathy cannot be defined as a one way activity
engaged in by the teacher or parent. Empathy is a process of mutual
discovery. It is also a highly developed skill. The book delineates and
illustrates how skillful empathy moves child and adult together toward
deeper awareness and the expansion of possibilities. The active
understanding of the child requires a focus on the “growing the child is
working on” and a consciousness of the deepest needs that underlie feelings.
Recently, I watched a series of programs on public television that illustrate
some of the best thinking that is currently going on in the field of child
development. The series is based on widely used materials entitled: “The Whole
Child: Developmental Education for the Early Years.” Many of the ideas put
forth in these materials are congruent with those expressed in “The Young Child
as Person,” but two in particular illustrate the differences in perspective that this
book offers:
In one scene, a child is demonstrating her feelings about an object having
been taken away by physically attacking the child who took it. The teacher is
interested in helping the child express feelings with words rather than physical
attack. After stopping the physical struggle, the adult says to the young child,
“Tell him how you feel. You can say, “I feel angry. I want that back!”
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The anecdote of the physical struggle between Joe and Jill in Chapter 3
(“How Caring Conscience Develops”) illustrates a critical difference in the
approach taken here. It is worth taking the time to analyze this difference in
some detail:
In the example of Joe and Jill:
•

The teacher empathizes with each child in front of the other one, thereby
enhancing the mutual caring;

•

The empathy is given with a focus on the deepest human needs of each child,
which the children then experience themselves as having in common. The
initial desire with which the teacher empathizes with strong affect is the
desire to play/work with something that one values to one’s heart’s content.
In this form of empathy, emotions such as “anger” or “hate” are translated
into the underlying needs or desires. The child then learns to do that
internally. It becomes largely unnecessary to say to another person “I’m
angry at you.” The child begins to translate that feeling quickly into the
assertion of what he or she most deeply values and desires. Invariably the
deepest desires of the child translate into one of the three convictions about
children enumerated by the Snyders in Chapter 1 of the book:
Every child wants to function.
Every child wants to be in relationship.
There is an exciting world to explore.
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•

When the children hear that the want/need of the other person is similar to
their own, they become spontaneously interested in meeting the longings of
others as well as their own. Sharing then grows out of a natural inclination
toward relationship, the primary reason that it neither needs to be rewarded
nor praised. The latter will confuse the child by changing the child’s
motivation from intrinsic to extrinsic. In a recent television series on “The
Whole Child,” a teacher says to a child, “That was generous of you to share
that crayon.” Many messages are given by the adult with this simple
statement, all of which are confusing to a child whose sharing came from a
relational motivation. The adult’s praise conveys that the motive for
generosity is that it is a socially valued trait or that a valued adult will then
appreciate the child. The praise conveys that generosity (sharing) might be
preferable to holding on to a crayon, thereby setting up an unnecessary
dichotomy between what is called “selfish” and what is called “unselfish,”
between our natural human need to satisfy ourselves and our natural human
need to satisfy others. In a relational environment, a self is a “movement-inrelation”; the distinction between our needs and the needs of others shifts
into an integration and interplay of the two (see Stone Center Working Papers
in references).
“The Young Child as Person” supports the research of the last several

decades in regard to the co-development of “autonomy” and “attachment” in the
young child, beginning at birth (see Stern, 1985; Siegel, 1999). Any extrinsic
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shaping of the child interferes with the remarkable way in which the child
discovers for him or herself that there is no inherent contradiction between
relational needs and the need for autonomous functioning. Furthermore, either
rewards or praise (a form of verbal reward) interferes with the creative process. I
watched a scene in “The Whole Child” television series that illustrates the way in
which the problem with praise apparently remains invisible to many of the
people who work with young children. A teacher, admiring a child’s painting,
says, “That’s a beautiful picture. Your mom will be proud of you.”
Many writers on child development and many educational approaches are
conscious of the problems generated by such a communication. But the
possibility of the alternative approaches described here is still far from widely
experienced and applied. “The Whole Child” perspective is being used for
parent and teacher education throughout many states. It is largely congruent
with the perspective of this book, advocating unconditional positive regard,
learning from the child, optimizing the child’s freedom, and building a strong
sense of self as a center of creative activity. In regard to the use of praise,
however, the nature of the child is over-looked and, from the perspective of this
book, damage is done. In contrast, the pages that describe Grant’s paintings in
Chapter 5 (“Breaking Out of Limitations”) illustrate the alternative perspective
described in this book:
•

Every painting a child makes is an expression. It is essential for the teacher to
be interested in hearing the words that go with that expression to whatever
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degree a child is willing to share them. This requires that the painting not be
evaluated. The adult can express interest in learning about the painting, but
an evaluation such as “beautiful” does not invite the complexity of feelings
the child might be expressing through the painting.
•

A creation of any sort is done for the delight a person feels in creating,
expressing, and possibly sharing with others. It is irrelevant, and therefore
disturbing, to have another person be proud of one’s painting. It tends to
separate the product from the process. And it tends to create or strengthen a
motive (eliciting pride from another person) that is extrinsic to the creative
process itself. The child knows, what the adult tends to forget, that the
separation of the person acting from the action itself is an artificial separation
that creates a problematic self-consciousness. Historically, the civilizing
process has occurred through shaping each other. Initially, control and
punishment were used extensively. Now that freedom is highly valued,
reward and praise have replaced them. But as a society we are still far from
seeing what a violation it is of a person to attempt to shape behavior and to
separate self-image from movement-in-relation.

I have made a few modifications to the original edition of the book. The term
“nursery school” has been replaced by the more widely used “pre-school.” The
use of the male pronoun to refer to all persons not specifically female has been
modified.
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I have also edited out two brief sections of the book which Martha and I
discussed while she was still alive. She had spoken to children about her belief
that people who die go to be with God. This was perhaps appropriate at
Theological Seminary laboratory school, but Martha agreed that it would be best
eliminated in an edited manuscript. The second omission are some references to
differences in male and female roles which are now considered unnecessarily
and hurtfully limiting by most people working in the field of child development.
It will be noticed that issues of cultural diversity are not addressed in the
book to any great degree. There is one discussion elicited by a child’s
observation of another child’s “black skin.” This anecdote illustrates Martha
Snyder’s sensitivity to these issues and her ability to enhance the children’s
celebration of their racial differences. But were the book being written today,
there would unquestionably be more attention to these issues. Likewise, the
current thinking that is being done about physical differences and “disabilities”
would have affected Martha’s awareness in this area.
I have recognized, in editing the book, that it speaks to an audience with wide
differences in regard to training and experience in working with the young child.
Parts of Chapters 6 and 7, for example, may seem very obvious to experienced
pre-school teachers and to well informed parents. At the same time, I have been
told by professors of Early Childhood Education that much of the material in the
book will be seen as radical, and that resistance from students, teachers and
parents may come more often from how difficult it is to apply these ideas and
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how counter to the dominant culture, than from a feeling of knowing it all
already.
I invite the reader to approach Martha’s style of writing with an open
attitude. Although she received her Masters Degree in early Childhood
Education from Columbia University, and engaged in hundreds (possibly
thousands) of philosophical discussions with her academic husband, her own
style of communicating remained informal. She has chosen, for example, to
switch, often quite suddenly, to the present tense when giving the anecdotal
illustrations. The styles of the three different authors of the book are readily
noticeable; I have left it that way, although occasionally it may seem jarring.
The experience of editing this new edition and incorporating the significant
contributions of Linda Hunter, Ph.D., Jean Baker Miller, M.D. and Judith V.
Jordan, Ph.D., has been deeply satisfying. No doubt, this is in part due to my
personal love for the authors, one of whom, Ross Snyder, Jr. was my husband for
forty years before his death in 1996.
References
Siegel, D. J. (1999). The Developing Mind. New York: The Guilford Press.
Stern, D.N. (1985). The Interpersonal World of the Infant. New York: Basic Books
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PREFACE

This book is written for those who want to help children function with
vitality that comes from inner feelings and meanings, and to care deeply for
other. It provides insights and enabling processes for helping the child realize
self-as-person. Methods for releasing children who are withdrawn and for
healing the hostile acting child are included. These theories and methods come
out of pre-school living. They apply equally well in the home.
This book is about real children. Some are black, some white, some
Oriental. Many of the children are happy and well-adjusted, some suffer from
emotional injuries that have caused them to withdraw so that they will not be
hurt further. Others are full of hostility turning to bitterness and want to hurt
back the world that has hurt them. Others live as if the mist of creation has not
cleared and individuation has not yet taken place.
In every child is a thrust to actualize his or her potential and live in
relationship. This potential can flow free and nourish creative living, or it can
become disturbed, choked, and person destroying. In our relationship with
children we are saying in effect to each child, “You are meant to be expressive
spontaneity carrying out your life projects by way of creating with other, and
you are meant to like the taste of yourself while doing so.”
Our method of being with children is grounded in our understanding of
personhood, healthy conscience, and how a justice culture enables these. Each
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chapter of the book contains a fundamental part of this theory, along with the
actual dialogue that took place in the school. The reader can be present in the
living experience and see the theory functioning. It is important that the reader
concentrate on the idea structure of this book, as well as pay attention to the
immediate-method of being with children presented in the many illustrative
incidents.
Many of our insights and enabling processes are grounded in existential
phenomenology. The existentialist is concerned that a child realize his or herself
as a personal center. Phenomenology helps us understand how important it is to
help children transform experiences into meanings and learn how to do it on
their own.
An important concept that organizes our style of nurturing children is the
concept of Life World. Each child has the task of putting together a meaningful
world which he or she the tries to live. Once teachers understand that a child is
always living a particular Life World at any given moment, busy organizing the
nest possible Life World, they have power to live differently with children.
A basic method in helping a child grow is understanding the personal
existence of the child. Understanding affirms the child and prevents him from
feeling rejected or alone. He feels a part of the main stream of life in the school in
which all are learning to play and have fun together. Understanding develops
feelings and processes them into meanings out of which the child lives. With
increased power of understanding, children become agents of their own
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becoming. They begin to take account of the inner world of others. They are
equipped to take pat in establishing a culture.
We use many of Carl Rogers’ insights into the process of understanding.
Understanding is a much more multileveled process than we once thought. We
have developed two levels of understanding that are very useful in working with
children – understanding the child’s existence situation, and reconstruction the
episode with feelings included.
One chapter of the book is devoted to the growth of conscience. In a
world that today appears so devoid of conscience by which life together can be
mutually ordered, with too many people living out of anger, dominated by a
biting, accusing conscience that is continually cramping and destroying them
and others, healthy conscience becomes a major concern of human development.
Erik Erikson pointed out that the years from three to five are of special
importance in the formation of conscience. A child’s growing must go beyond
just the developmental task of individual initiative.
We believe conscience formation to be a central task of the pre-school.
Significant aspects of the process of conscience formation include the experience
of appreciative caring, the understanding mode of conversation, participation in
the formation of a justice culture, and integrity or “truth work,” as well as
encountering a personal presence and becoming aware of the highest and the
best.
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The pre-school as a justice culture is the ground out of which conscience
develops. George Herbert Mead pointed out in his social theory of personal
growth that we become “person” and create society through common
understandings of experiences, persons, and enterprises. These become
“significant symbols,” part of a common usable vocabulary with which we feel
and think and solve our problems. With them we can organize a world to be
lived. The children within the pre-school do not use the words “justice culture.”
But as a result of shared experiences and working out problems together within
the moral structure of the pre-school, “justice culture” becomes a lived symbol.
Our understanding of conscience incorporates Heidegger’s concept of
conscience as the “call of possibility” and the Freudian view of conscience as the
interiorization of the valuings of significant adults. It builds on John Dewey’s
understanding that values are taught by the way schools are organized and
governed.
We also understand conscience is based on the person’s understanding of
self and others. It is the meaning of the self-in-world that determines how a
person interprets events and acts. Therefore increasing self-esteem and
competence, increasing the understanding and appreciation of others,
developing an accurate picture of the world, and learning valuable skills in
communication and problem solving, facilitate healthy conscience.
The development of conscience therefore is more than clarifying values,
interiorizing parental do’s and don’ts, memorizing platitudes, doing verbal
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exercises in moral reasoning, having problem behavior corrected, or rewarding
acceptable behavior. When we read descriptions of stages of cognitive and moral
reasoning, it is important that we do not conclude that conscience development
is a step-wise linear process, or that young children are not capable of truly
moral behavior since they lack the highest cognitive or abstract reasoning skills.
Young children do spontaneously care about others. They also act according to
ethical principles even though they cannot articulate them.
Much of the advice given today about the care, discipline, and moral
development of young children lacks a basic understanding of what a person is,
what type and content of conscience is to be encouraged, and what functions
culture performs. As a result, the methods recommended are often partial and
ultimately misleading – failing to bring about personalization as well as
socialization, rich sociality as well as interiority, receptivity and functional
autonomy, deep caring and power to form worlds.
What is learned foremost is a quality of spirited aliveness. A child learns
personal existence as an interactive whole.
The existential phenomenology of William James makes clear some
foundations of such fullness. In harmony with his thought, a school good for
young children would be rich in the following kinds of activities: “Direct
relationship” with life pulsing. Children, at their own pace, enterprising live
options that stretch their powers. Being “up to something,” and inviting others
to join in. Understanding, talking over, conceptualizing their experiencings as
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they happen. Recovering from dark moments and resisting being profaned. In
touch with something solid and trustworthy within the self. Beginnings of
essential capacity to believe in people. Such children are not thrown by problem
situations, rather social radiance and poise become their life-style.
In a democracy, every child is to become capable of self-propelling moral
living. How this can happen is being freshly opened up as a mainline
conversation in American society. The resources to work out common views
with other people right in the situation, to appreciate the integrity of another, to
live out of meanings instead of egotism or commands, to invent enterprises and
world-to-live that leap with imagination, to build toward a culture and a
conscience that will enable children to come through the tough times ahead – not
merely as surviving but as generative – all these are what this book is about.
It is written for people in the field of education who deal with the
developmental story of life, and for those who train teachers of young children.
The book is for use by teaching staffs of pre-schools and day care centers as
throughout the year they work on the ideas and strategies from which their
programs develop. It is also for parents. It could be the agenda for a group of
parents who would like to achieve a viewpoint and method of living with
children that make parenting a profession of faith, a satisfaction, and one
meaning of life.
This book is a documented report of faith in children and a certain way of
living with their growing. Here are views, deep down understandings, ways of
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building a world with children that make of them something other than nerveracking problems and hindrances to adult fulfillment.
Every child wants to function. Every child wants to be in relationship.
There is an exciting world to explore. These three convictions are basic for
working with children. Children are a magnificence beyond our capacity to
imagine, but not beyond our capacity to participate in their growth. Each is a
bundle of potential that wants very much to succeed and be part of humanity.
They want to be in on the fun. Each morning they arrive with vitality bringing
all their hopes and doubts. A teacher, a parent, is privileged to be entrusted with
so much yearning potential.

Martha Snyder, Ross Snyder., and Ross Snyder, Jr.; 1985
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Part I

TOWARD SPIRITED EXISTENCE

1

Chapter 1

ESSENTIAL CONVICTIONS ABOUT CHILDREN
Every child wants to function.
Every child wants to be in relationship.
There is an exciting world to explore.
These three convictions are basic for working with children. With some
help and a warm environment, healthy growth will happen. Again and again in
a good pre-school, there are these kinds of events.
One morning four-year-old Danny, wearing a fireman’s hat, walks
up to four-year-old Sam as he arrives. Danny’s face is alive with
expectation.
Danny: “Do you want to play Rescue Boys?”
Their smiles meet. Spontaneously they shake hands with much
energy. Sam gets a fireman’s hat and they jump on the green box for a
helicopter and are off rescuing imaginary people in distress. Other
children join the play. After each important feat they shake hands
again.
Potential is meeting potential. Each is being enriched by contact with
another potential. It is a group of equals doing important things together. The
world is filled with possibilities.

2

EVERY CHILD WANTS TO FUNCTION
In every child is a thrust to actualize his or her potential. Potential is
always there and is hungry for expression. When a child sees other children
having fun, he or she wants the fun also.
Susan watches the boys playing Superman and Batman at
the active end of the room. They are jumping off the green box.
Two of them hold onto the ends of a short rope and jump together.
This looks like fun to Susan. She works hard to climb up on the
box.
Sam: “You can’t be Superman. You are a girl.”
Susan: “I’m Supergirl.”
Sam accepts this. When the boys jump she doesn’t have the
nerve. It looks too high. I speak softly to her.
Mrs. S: “Susan, if you turn on your stomach, you can slide
down.”
(She does.)
Susan: “I came down this way, Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S: “Yes, now you know how to get up and how to get
down.”
The boys are so busy with their play, they do not notice how
Susan got up and down. In a short time she too is jumping off the
box. It is an important morning for Susan. She learns she can risk
doing daring things. It is also fun to play with boys.
Potential was abundantly present in Susan. All she needed was the
stimulation of something exciting going on to awaken it. She also needed a little
help to start her on the way of succeeding.
In some cases, results of past experiences hold a child back from using his
or her potential.
Carl is an attractive, physically well-built boy. He talks a
great deal about being strong and goes around wearing a Batman
cape and showing the children his muscle. If play gets rough he
goes to the quieter end of the room. John likes Carl and would like
to play with him, so John comes to Carl and starts to wrestle in a
friendly way. Carl backs away.

3

Mrs. S: “John, you want to play and have fun with Carl. You
don’t want to hurt him. Carl, if you just push John
back, like this, that is the way to wrestle so it is fun.”
Carl: “See my muscle.”
(Talking to me, not to John, he bends his arm and
flexes his muscle.)
Mrs. S: “If it gets too rough, you can always say ‘Stop, I don’t
want to play anymore,’ and you would stop,
wouldn’t you John?”
John: “Yes.”
But Carl walks away showing his muscle to the girls, telling
them how strong he is.
Carl wants very much to be strong. He is trying to talk himself into
believing it, but he is afraid. The potential and desire are there. Somehow he has
gotten the message into his feeling structure that if he tries and fails it will be
disastrous. He is afraid of getting hurt even though he is as strong as John. He
would rather not try than fail. He is unaware of the potential inside him. He
needs success experiences to build a feeling of competency before he will be
ready to wrestle with John in fun.
In some children potential is beautifully available for use.
In the autumn quarter, Becky, the youngest girl in school,
watches the boys climbing the tree in the schoolyard. John is a
good climber and goes up high. Melvin tries to follow him. He
climbs to the top of the aluminum ladder but is afraid to step up
into the tree. He turns and starts down.
Mrs. S: “Some day, you will figure out how to do it,
Melvin?”
Becky watches carefully. She goes up the ladder and up into
the tree. She seems so fragile to be climbing a tree, but she is doing
it with a great deal of self-assurance. Her dark eyes flash with
excitement and satisfaction.
Even when a child is trying to actualize his or her potential, sometimes
exterior forces keep working against him or her.
At the beginning of the morning, John arrives with Anna,
one of the people who takes care of him. She brings him inside the
school and says that John had messed his pants yesterday at home.
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I can see that it is difficult for John to listen to her tell me this. He
hangs his head. (At the beginning of the school year, I tell parents I
am always glad to talk with them about their child, but not when
the child is present.)
Mrs. S: (When Anna leaves) “You don’t like to have Anna
tell me those kinds of things about you, do you,
John?” John doesn’t answer.
Mrs. S: “Most of the time you have your bowel movements
in the toilet. That was an accident, wasn’t it?”
John: (In a strong voice) “Yes.”
John had never messed his pants in school. Knowing him, I
could be sure it was an accident.
Later in the morning while playing in the sink, John is still
working on this. He is playing with a little red diver.
John: “Mrs. Weaver, there is a rotor man. He is very strong.
Nobody can hurt him.”
Mrs. W: “You are really quite strong, John.”
John: “Yes.”
He does not want to get hurt by Anna. He kept struggling to
get rid of the feelings she is forcing upon him.

Without self-esteem, it is difficult for a child to use his potential. John’s
school world is a place where he feels good about himself and where he gets a
chance to actualize his imagination and powers. We had to help John recover his
self-esteem and stand up for himself. Education is concerned with helping a
child find a method of meeting life. We were trying to help John become
empowered to handle whatever situation he finds himself in.
EVERY CHILD WANTS TO BE IN RELATIONSHIP
Alienation, which is “being out of relationship,” is hell. It is a state of
existence that affects virtually every aspect of a person’s life. Every child want to
“be in relationship”, to be relationship, not just to survive or cope. When
children “are in relationship” they are a kind of existence that is free to be alive
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with others, with the world of nature, and with the world of ideas. They are free
to create and be created. When we speak of relationship in the singular in this
book we are referring to this most basic and yearned for human reality.
Children want to be in relationship with the significant adults in their
world as well as with their peers. Children are miserable when they feel out of
relationship. Then they are apt to resort to old behavior patterns that do not
work such as attacking, crying, or withdrawing. Children want adults in their
lives who will enable them to stay in relationship.
John and Sam are energetic boys. They like each other and
want very much to play together. But sometimes the going gets
rough. One day Sam is riding around on the “Big Wheel” and John
is on tricycle. They get into trouble. John starts to cry hard. I had
never seen him cry so hard before. He is holding his face as Sam
rides away.
Mrs. S: “John, Sam did something that hurt you?”
John: (Sobbing very hard) “Yes.”
(I give him time to recover.)
Mrs. S: “You couldn’t think of anything you could say to
make him stop?”
John: “No.”
Mrs. S: “You could say, ‘Hey, that hurts. Stop it!”
(Sam comes by on the “Big Wheel.”)
Mrs. S: “Sam, John says you hurt him in the face.”
Sam: “He was shooting me with his finger.”
Mrs. S: “John, Sam says you were shooting at him and he
doesn’t like being shot at. That’s why he hit you.”
John: “Yes.”
And it is over, John thought that he was playing, but now he
understands why Sam hit him. They can play together again.
Getting hit in the face is bad, but not as bad as being out of relationship. It
was very meaningful to John to have someone his age to play with. At home, he
had to come to terms with older brothers, but in Sam he found a friend with
whom he could match his potential as an equal. Sam made him feel strong and
alive. It was a disintegrating experience to have this relationship threatened. It
was like destroying his new self.
Terry is a four-year-old with great potential. She is
attractive and physically well developed, and she has a beautiful
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singing voice. But she does not know how to play with her peers.
Somewhat frequent absences keep breaking relationships, but in
the spring she begins to feel strong and secure. One day she is
standing on the jungle gym.
Terry: “I’m bigger than John, I could beat up on him.”
Mrs. W: “You are feeling strong now, Terry?”
Terry: “Yes, I’m bigger than all the kids. I could beat up on
them all.”
Mrs. W: “You really are strong. But it would be more fun to
play with them.”
Terry: (In a longing way) “Yes, it would.”
No child enjoys being a wall flower. Potential has a strong urge to grow.
But at the same time the child wants to be actualized in relationship to others.
Potential allowed to run wild at expense of relationship to others is destructive to
the person. For the child to learn how to actualize his imagination and projects,
and at the same time to be in relationship with people, is an achievement that has
life-long effects.
THERE IS AN EXCITING WORLD TO EXPLORE
The real world is more exciting than any fairyland. It is full of surprises
and obstacles against which children can match their strength. It includes all
kinds of people and the world of nature. From contacts with the real, the young
child builds a life world from which he or she lives. The real world and a child’s
potential go together.
Children’s play is contagious at school. One child gets an idea and the
creativity of others gets going.
Diane is gathering up small sticks in the school yard. She
brings them to me.
Diane: (Handing me one stick at a time) “This is a shark.
This is a porpoise.”
Mrs. S: “Those are the biggest fish you could have caught.”
Other children join the play and bring lots of fish.
Diane: “Now I’m going to get a rattlesnake.”
Mrs. S: “If you get a rattlesnake, you’d better be careful how
you pick it up so it doesn’t bite you because they are
poisonous.”
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Diane: “I know how to handle rattlesnakes.”
(In a short time she comes back with a piece of vine.)
“This is a dead rattlesnake.”
Mrs. S: “Then it is safe for me to hold it.”
She goes off in search of some more interesting things.
Imagination can soar in the real world and bring a child into relationship.
The world becomes exciting to some children through the imaginative play of
others. Things are no longer just objects.
Early in the school year Terry asks me to help her build a house
with our big blocks. I start to help her, and other children join the
play. After the house is built they get dolls and start to play. I stay in
the play to help the new children learn to play together. We are
washing the dolls and putting on pretend talcum powder.
Terry: “This isn’t a real house, is it?”
Mrs. S: “No, but we are pretending it is real.”
Terry: “This isn’t a real bath tub, is it?”
Mrs. S: ”No, it is a pretend bath tub.”
Terry: “This isn’t a real baby, is it?”
Mrs. S: “The way we are playing with the doll makes it seem
real?”
Terry: “Yes”
She joins the play and starts to wash and dress a doll.
Terry: “This is a real house.
house, Mrs. Snyder.”

This is the inside of a real

She has caught the spirit and the situation seems very real. She
is absorbed in a meaningful world.
The real world is not all good; it includes things that are scary and
destructive. In school, children’s fears often get expressed in their play and get
played out until the tension is gone.
Annabel is a bright, blond 4-year-old who could read when she
started in school. One morning, Annabel is playing in the jungle house
inside the school.

8

Annabel: (Excited) “There is a robber trying to get me!”
Mrs. S: “What are you going to do about that robber?”
Annabel: “I’m going to knock on the window and make him
go away.”
(She knocks)
“Now he has gone away.”
(A moment later)
“Now he’s dead.”
Mrs. S: “You knocked so he would go away. He’s dead now.
Another thing you could always do is to go to the
telephone and tell the police to come. You could tell
them that there is a robber outside your house and he
is trying to get in.”
Annabel: “I’ll do that.”
(She pretends to call the police) “Come get the robber
outside.”
(A few seconds later)
“They got him!”
In a group of children who care for each other, the potential of all is
available to solve problems.
In the spring, Carl drops his prized cowboy belt down the
ventilator in the yard of the school. The ventilator is a five-foot
square cement hole that goes down six feet into the ground and is
covered by a strong iron grill. Carl is very upset about losing his
belt and he starts to cry hard. The children gather around and look
down at the belt at the bottom of the hole. They know from
experience that the top is too heavy to open.
Mrs. W: “Oh, Carl, that is your wonderful cowboy belt down
there. We will have to figure a way to get it out.”
Billy: “Get a vine, Diane, and we can get it out.”
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Both of them pull a dead vine from the wall and carefully
put it through one of the small holes in the top of the ventilator.
But it is not long enough.
Billy: “If we had two vines.”
Like a flash they both run for another vine and twist the two
together. This time the vine touches the belt but does not pick it
up.
Diane: “We need something on the end.”
She takes a big safety pin off her plaid skirt and tries to
fasten it to the vine, but it drops and falls into the ventilator also.
The children come and get me. With real concern, they show me
the belt and the safety pin. But it is time to go home; mothers are
beginning to arrive.
Mrs. S: “Oh my, Carl, your beautiful belt and Diane, your
gold safety pin, down there. Maybe when Dr. Snyder
comes tomorrow, he can figure out a way to help you
get them out.”
The next morning as soon as Dr. Snyder walks into school,
they take him to see Carl’s belt.
Dr. S: “I think we can figure out a way to get them. Maybe
we can find something in the cupboard that will
help.”
(They go to the cupboard and he takes out one of our
strong round magnets.)
“You know what magnets do?”
Carl: “They pick up nails and metal things.”
Dr. S: “Can you think of a way to use this magnet to get the
belt?”
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Billy: “We can tie it to a string.”
(He jumps up and down. So does Carl. As others, get
the idea, they too jump up and down.)
Dr. S: “We need something stronger than string. Let’s try
this wire.”
He fastens the long wire to the magnet. All the children
want to help. Dr. Snyder lets Carl fish out the belt by swinging the
magnet onto the belt buckle. When Carl pulls up the belt and
safety pin, he can hardly control his excitement. All the children
are excited. Magnets are no longer just playthings for picking up
nails; they can also be used for actual work. A group of children
with the aid of an adult has joined together to solve a problem.
The real world, like a child’s potential, is inexhaustible. The young child
welcomes help that will enable him or her
To function
To stay in relationship
To explore the exciting world of people and objects.
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Chapter 2

PULSE OF LIFE
The young child is an exploring, observing, interacting, feeling, thinking
person. Wherever a three or four-year-old looks, there is something exciting to
see, to try out and find out what it is for.
The pre-school is a place where the pulse of life is sensed and celebrated.
Encountering the wonders of existence, the beauty and mystery of life and birth,
the joy of music, and the fun of movement, pulses life-enabling energies. One of
the goals of the pre-school is to help a child feel life pulsing within, and
animating his or her community and his or her world.
Even common everyday water possesses this rich wondrous possibility
for the young child. Water – that runs over the tops of things, splashes, spills,
falls down. You can dam it up, throw it up in the air, and catch it in a pan again
(or at least part of it). That you step in. That will drip off the table. That a
sponge will absorb, and a boat will float in, but not a rock. That you can wear a
raincoat in. That splashes on an umbrella, makes bubbles, freezes and then you
can slide on. That gets you wet and you can change your clothes. That rains
down from the sky and makes puddles. You can drink it out of the faucet, it
gushes out of water spouts, you can take a bath in it, you can squirt it out of a
bottle, it goes through the sand. When you pour it in paint it changes color. It
makes things disappear like salt or sugar, you can sprinkle it out of a hose. It
makes wonderful mud.
This wonderful world has dogs in it, too. Not just one dog, but millions of
dogs and cats, elephants, birds, and cold germs that are so small you can’t see
them. And worms that don’t have eyes or ears or legs, which you can dig up in
the dirt and hold in your hand. And polliwogs that turn into frogs that can hop.
And worms that turn into butterflies.
Gretchen: “Not worms, Mrs. Snyder. Caterpillars turn into
butterflies.”
Mrs. S: “That’s right, it is caterpillars that turn into
butterflies.”
This wonderful world has people in it. People who are fun and good to be
with – like daddy, mommy, babies, brothers, sisters, grandmothers, and
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grandfathers. There are also people who are cross, perhaps because they are sick
or need someone to be kind to them. And then there are people who are just
mean. It is hard to know why.
MYSTERY OF LIFE
Part of this pulsing world is the mystery of seeds. In our school we cut
open a big pumpkin to see what is inside. We take out the seeds. Some of the
children are not so sure at first about getting their hands in the goo. But I say, “It
is fun to get all gooey sometimes. It washes off.” Then we plant some of the
seeds and wait for them to grow. On the day we open the pumpkin, we put
small pumpkins around the play yard so each child can choose one to take home
and show the family what is inside.
We shell corn and plant it. Children enjoy shelling corn, so we do it
several times during the year.
One Monday morning, Jay came in and saw how much our corn
had grown over the weekend.

Jay: (Holding his arms high): “The corn will grow as tall as
a tree.”
I should have replied, “Isn’t it wonderful that seeds grow?” because he
had captured the feeling of mystery that I had hoped for. Instead I responded
scientifically, “Jay, corn doesn’t grow as tall as a tree. It grows about as tall as
your dad.”
The children enjoy milkweed seeds because they have parachutes and the
wind can carry them out of sight. Locust seeds are fun because they come in
pods and rattle. When the seeds start to grow, the children take them home in a
paper cup. The locust seed is special because it can become a tree. “How can
there be a tree in such a small seed?” they wonder.
And there are babies. “Pumpkins grow from pumpkin seeds. Corn grows
from corn. Locust trees grow from locust seeds. Babies grow from an egg inside
the mother. The mother’s egg is very small and the daddy’s sperm that joins the
egg is even smaller. When the two join the baby starts to grow in the mother’s
uterus. It is not the stomach. The baby’s head is down and the bottom is up.
When the baby is old enough to be born, the baby comes out the vagina between
the legs of the mother. The doctor helps it get born. He cuts off the umbilical
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cord and puts on a bandage. When the cut heals it becomes a naval or belly
button. Everyone has one. If the baby has a penis and testicles, it is a boy. If it
has a vagina, there is a uterus inside and it is a girl. They dress the baby and put
it in a crib. The mother and father give the baby a name. That is how babies
grow. Isn’t it a wonderful world!” We have put this story into a book with
pictures, called How Things Grow, which we use in the pre-school.
Pulse of life includes a child’s feelings about sex. Giving the child the
right words to use his bodily functions is part of this attitude of respect. Good
toilet terms are an important part of sex education. Before the year starts, I write
a letter to parents with information about the school. I tell them that the toilet
terms we use at school are “going to the toilet, urinate, wet, penis, rectum, vagina
and BM or bowel movement.”
BODIES
I have discovered that children get interested in anything I enjoy and am
interested in. They can understand anything that I know enough about to
explain to them. One spring day, Jessie brought me a stick she had found in the
yard. I was busy and didn’t pay much attention to it until she offered it to me
and said, “Smell it, Mrs. Snyder.” Then I noticed it was a live branch. I showed
her the green part under the bark and told her that a tree does not have blood; it
has sap. The sap is the food for the tree and it travels up under the bark to the
tall branches at the very top of the tree. I pointed to the top of our tree.
The following Monday, Jessie’s mother asked me if we have been talking
about blood at school.
“I don’t think so,” I said.
“Oh yes, you were. Saturday Jessie grabbed me around the legs and said,
‘Mommy, your big fat seat has blood in it, but a tree doesn’t have blood, it has
sap.’ ”
This episode made me think that the children might like to see what a
person looks like on the inside. We had a medical booklet at home that used
cellophane overlays to show the inside of a person. I was not sure that this
would be scary to the children, so I decided to show it to Jessie first. She usually
arrived early. When she saw the book on the table, she wanted to know what it
was.
“This is not a story book, Jessie. This shows pictures of what a person
looks like on the inside. See, this is what a person looks like under the skin.” I
pointed to the lungs. “These are the lungs. The air comes in the nose and goes
down into the lungs when you breathe.” I showed her where my lungs were and
how when I breathed, they go up and down. She showed me hers. “And these
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are the intestines. The food goes down the throat, into the stomach here and then
into the intestines, and what is left over comes out as a bowel movement. This is
the heart. It pumps blood through the arteries to all parts of the body.” I opened
and closed my fist as I told her how the heart pumps the blood. I told her that
the heart beats all day and all night.
Around this time, another child arrived and wanted to know what we
were reading. Jessie said to her, “This is not a story book. This shows you what
a person looks like on the inside.” She showed her the lungs, intestines, and
heart using almost my exact words and motions.
I realized that the subject was not scary or beyond children of this age. So
Trans-Visions of Anatomical Chromographs, originally intended for medical
students, has become one of the most interesting books of our school. Not all
children are ready for it; some three-year-olds will go on playing while we are
looking at it. But in the course of the year, most of the children will know
something about the inside of a person. Later when the children play doctor
they use a real stethoscope to check up on the heart and lungs.
From these experiences, the children became interested in the inside of
other things – our record player, a clock, even one of our dead frogs.
We try to keep learning as experiential as possible, believing that firsthand contact with the real in its natural environment is much better than sitting a
child down at a table to stimulate his sensory perceptions. It is through distinct
experiences that the child develops concepts and meanings.
In the springtime, the children noticed buds on our trees. I
pulled down a branch so that they could see and touch them.
“These are buds. See, they have very little leaves on the
inside. They will grow and the tree will be full of leaves. Leaves
are the tree’s lungs. They absorb oxygen and carbon dioxide from
the air.”
Later I heard Van talking to a boy in the neighborhood.
They were playing with a wagon in his back yard when the boy
started to pull leaves from the tree.
Van: “You don’t pull leaves off the tree. Those are the tree’s
lungs.”
Boy: “We need them to put in the wagon.”
Van: “We can use rocks.”
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Van had transformed the information what had come to him with delight
and respect into a meaning, which he was using in other situations.
In children’s play together, they discover each other.
One day in the bathroom, some of the children are washing
their hands.
Sue: “Evan’s skin is black.”
Mrs. S: “Yes, and I like it.”
(Evan was pleased to hear me say this. He was
radiant and pulled up his shirt to show his tummy.)
Sue: “Even his belly button is black.”
Mrs. S: “Yes, and I like it.”
They play togther and the good feelings continued. Black
skin became something which is part of another self.
In the springtime the children discovered worms in our school yard. They
enjoyed digging in the ground to find them. Estelle put hers in a paper cup to
put in her lawn at home. The next day, we had the following conversation:
Estelle: (Very disappointed) “Mrs. Snyder, my mother is
afraid of worms. She doesn’t like them.”
Mrs. S: “Maybe if you explained to her that worms don’t
have any eyes or ears or legs she would think that
they were interesting.”
Estelle: (Seeming very anxious to have her mother
appreciate them) “I’ll tell her.”
Mrs. S: “Worms are also good for the lawn because they
loosen the soil when they dig, and air gets to the roots
of the grass.”
Estelle: “I’ll tell her.”
To Estelle, worms were part of a wonderful world and she wanted her
mother to enjoy and respect them too.
Children use these encounters with reality to develop concepts and
meanings. They do not come from abstract naming or controlled “learning.” A
child needs to be part of a meaningful world. Meanings come not from
measured space but from lived space.
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DEATH
Death often makes its appearance early in the life of a child. “What
happened to Grampa? Won’t I be able to sit on his lap?” A child needs an
explanation of death so that the world does not become an unpredictable,
fearsome place. Parents need to make some kind of interpretation at this time
according to their own beliefs. It can be damaging if the mood of a home
changes without explanation because the parents think a three-year-old is too
young to talk about death.
Mrs. Carry brings Polly and Ned to school. Mrs. Carry says
Ned’s mother wants me to know that Ned would not be in school
tomorrow because Ned’s grandfather has died and his family is
going to Michigan. I try to say something to Ned about death, but
he didn’t seem to be listening, so I stop. Outside near the end of
the morning, I sit down on the air vent to scrape mud out of the
children’s shoes.
Dick: “Where is Ned going to go tomorrow?”
Polly: “Why do people die?”
Mrs. S: “Ned’s grandfather was old and his body wore out.
The doctors did everything they could to make him
better. But his body was so worn out that he died.”
Jill:
“Tell it all over again about Ned going to see his
grandfather.”
So I did. Ned now seemed to sense what had happened.
Ned: “Will my father die?”
Mrs. S: “Your father is still young. Usually, only old people
whose bodies are worn out die. Or sometimes people
who get badly hurt in an accident die.”
Jill:
“Is my father young?”
Mrs. S: “Yes, your father is still young and he probably
won’t die until you grow up and get married and
have children of your own. Then your father will be
their grandfather.”
Polly: “Say it all over again, Mrs. Snyder.”
And so I go over it again.
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Some parents who do not believe in life after death explain death this
way. After talking about Grandpa’s illness and death, they go on to say, “Life is
a wonderful thing. Everything that lives finally dies. We don’t know why, but
that is the way it is. We would have liked Grandpa to live longer. We will
remember him and always love him.”
Death is strange to a child. His energies have been centered on learning to
live, then suddenly he is faced with death as part of life. This is a serious matter
to him and he needs help to deal with it. The feeling tones of an adult to whom
the child is talking are important because he is apt to incorporate them.
The child’s major question is, “Will I or my parents die soon?” This
question needs to be answered. It is helpful to give the child a time perspective
on the possible story of his or her life. Children like to know that they will
probably live to be a mother or daddy and even become a grandmother or
grandfather.
Talking over some of the happy experiences the child had with the person
who died will help keep alive the real relationship. This relationship should
never be ruined in the future by using it to control a child’s behavior by saying
things such as, “Grandpa would not like to see you acting this way.”
If a child’s questions are answered simply but honestly, death will not
become morbid but something that is part of life. I try hard never to use the
words “sleep” or “bed” in my explanation of death because some children may
associate death with going to bed or to sleep.
One day, Jill is playing cowboy.
Jill:
“Cowboys don’t die, they just keep on shooting.”
Mrs. S: “Cowboys on TV don’t seem to die, Jill. But real
cowboys do, if they get shot and the doctor can’t fix
them like if they get shot in the heart.”
MONSTERS: SEPARATING THE UNREAL FROM THE REAL
There is another type of death fear introduced to children. Their pulse of
life becomes tense from violence programmed on television. They are taught to
expect that brutality is the way they will be treated by the world. Just as they are
beginning to feel good about themselves and secure in the world, along comes
another monster that upsets or destroys their basic trust that the world is not
hostile. The child is still working on basic trust and should not have it destroyed
just as it is beginning to form. Just when the child most needs a mother and
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father, many parents are rushing off to “fulfill themselves”. The child needs a
relaxed conversation and fun, rather than being left with destructive fears about
reality.
At juice time we sit down at a table as a group for juice and crackers. This
conversation took place.
Jim:

“Mrs. Snyder, King Kong is scary.”

Tess: (Demonstrating in a dramatic way) “He has sharp
teeth and long fingernails.”
Mrs S: “They really make him look as ugly as they can by
making him have teeth sticking out and long claws?”
Steve: “He gets in my closet at night and I’m afraid.”
Tess: “I scream, then my daddy comes and gets in bed with
me.”
Dan: “We have two television sets. My daddy has a little
one. We watch it on the little one. When King Kong
gets in my closet I just say, ‘Come out and we will be
friends.’”
Jim:

“King Kong gets in my bed so I sleep under the bed.
Then my dad whips me.”

Mrs. S: “He is so scary you want to get away from him.
Even though he is only pretend, they make him seem
so real he does seem real.”
It took three days in a row to help them handle King Kong. They would
say he was only pretend and just a costume. But it took a lot of thinking through
on their part to relieve their fear. Then I made up a song to the tune of Old
McDonald that they sang with vigor and appropriate motions.
Old King Kong is an old scary guy
Eee-i-ee-i-o
He has sharp teeth and long fingernails
Eee-i-ee-i-o
With a grr here and a grr there
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“I’ll get you here,” and “I’ll get you there.”
Old King Kong is a mean old beast
(Scream)
Old King Kong is just a bluff
Eee-i-ee-i-o
You punch him in the stomach
and kick him in the seat
Eee-i-ee-i-o
With a punch-kick here and a
punch-kick there. Here a
punch-kick, there a punch-kick,
everywhere a punch-kick
Old King Kong is just a big bluff
Fooey (Shout)
IDEAS
Part of this wonderful world is also ideas that you can have and enjoy
with others.
Five boys are sitting on top of the jungle house. It is near the
end of the spring quarter and lately they have been starting the
morning this way. They are talking in an intimate way. They seem
like a group of men in deep discussion. Then their tone of voice
becomes more excited and argumentative. Some are saying “It is,”
and others are saying “It isn’t”. I feel they are learning to hold their
own by talking. Finally Dick calls to me in desperation.
Dick: “Mrs. Snyder, isn’t infinitude a number?”
Mrs. S: “Well, not exactly Dick. Infinity is like – something
that goes on and on. It’s sort of like the sky, it goes on
and on and there doesn’t seem to be any end.”
Russ: “The clouds are the top of the sky.”
Mrs. S: “The clouds seem to be the top of the sky but when
you go up in an airplane, it goes above the clouds.”
Myles: “Mine went through the clouds.”
Mrs. S: “Even the astronauts that went to the moon couldn’t
find the end of the sky. It just went on and on.”
Dick: “Yep!”
Russ: “Yep!”
The argument is over. They are ready for the next adventure.
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CELEBRATING AND MUSIC
Celebrating the good things in life can become a way of life. Much of life
can be entered into with fun.
One morning the children arrive full of excitement.
Bess: “It’s snowing! And the snow is all over everything!”
Gloria:
“I rode my sled!”
Russ: “It came over my boots.”
Mrs. S.:
“Just look at our yard!”
Jay: “It’s on our slide!”
Gloria:
“It’s all over the tree.”
Russ: “Let’s go step in it!”
So we put on the snowsuits again and go out to enjoy it.
Celebration seems right in a climate of appreciation and adventure.
Some growth takes real effort. We celebrate when a child makes some
significant growth or does something for the first time. It encourages selfappreciation and respect.
One morning Ben succeeds in putting on his own snowsuit.
Mrs. S: “Ben, you put on your whole snowsuit all by
yourself. Even your boots. I didn’t have to help you
with anything. Wowie!”
One needs to call attention to what the child did rather than to tell him
how pleased you are or what a big boy he is now. Otherwise, the next time he
fails at something he is apt to feel that he is still little and not so good.
For weeks Grant watched the other boys climb on the top of
the great box and jump off, but he did not try it. One morning he
put two blocks next to the green box, cautiously stepped on them
and jumped off. He was pleased with himself. I was pleased
because I knew this was his first attempt to go higher. He smiled. I
smiled back.
Student Teacher: “You did jump, Grant!”
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Appreciating and celebrating accomplishments is appropriate and
enhances a healthy sense of competence. Praising compliance or obedience runs
the risk of producing an other-directed, praise-seeking child.
Birthdays are times of celebration. The child who is having a birthday
brings cookies for juice time. A small train holding candles is placed in front of
the child. As we light each candle, I say:
This is when you were a year old. You were just beginning
to walk. You could only say “Mommy” and “Daddy” and not
much more. This is when you were two years old. You could walk
and go up and down steps, even run. You could talk and say lots
of words. When you were three years old you could even ride a
tricycle. You got so you could go to the toilet and not have to wear
diapers. You were old enough to go to school. Now you are four
years old and you can do almost anything.
We sing “Happy Birthday” and the child blows out the candles and passes
the cookies to everybody. We light the candles again and let them burn down
before blowing them out and singing again. Birthdays are important because the
child is cherished just for being a person. Warmth from everybody comes to the
child. It affirms him or her in the group.
Music is inevitably part of the pulsing of life. It breaks forth from the
children spontaneously. When enjoyed, it becomes attached to the core of the
good feeling in the child. We make up songs like “Ki Yi Yippity” which is sung
vigorously with motions.
Ki yi yippity
Ki yi yo
Come on cowboys
Here we go
Ki yi yippity
Ki yi yo
Lasso a steer
And don’t let him go
Ki yi yippity
Ki yi yo
Flip a flapjack
And down it goes
Ki yi yippity
Ki yi yo
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Sizzle a steak
And swallow it whole
Ki yi yippity
Ki yi yo
I’m a cowboy
Ki yi yo
“Ki yi yippity” is often sung spontaneously when the children are playing
cowboy or any other game that gives them a feeling of vigor and freedom. When
the children sing “Jingle Bells” it is a sign that they are feeling good about their
play. The student teachers bring in their musical instruments to accompany the
singing, and the children enjoy it when adults whom they like sing vigorously.
One morning Scott brings a plastic alligator with sharp teeth
to school. It is very realistic and some of the children do not want
to touch it. At juice time Scott wants to share it with everybody. I
can see that some were afraid of it so I take it first.
“He looks very fierce, doesn’t he, with those sharp teeth?
But he is only a pretend one.”
As the children handle it, their comments are very
descriptive. That afternoon Mrs. Loehr, the other teacher, writes
down their comments and puts them to a tune she knows. We sing
it the next day.
He’s an enormous alligator.
He moves his mouth this way.
He’s a strong alligator.
He likes to play and play.
He has a long, long tail,
And he likes to make it sway.
He’s a fierce alligator
He likes to snap all day.
We added the appropriate motions and children have enjoyed singing it
ever since.
PULSING LIFE
A great deal of living comes at a three-or four-year old. They have to
separate the real from the unreal. The child gets a feeling about people. Each
child is ushered into the mysteries of the universe. It can be a wonderful exciting
world. It can be a singing world.
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Chapter 3

HOW HEALTHY CONSCIENCE DEVELOPS
We are concerned with the growth of a healthy conscience that enables the
child to develop potential and live with strength within the human race.
Conscience is a central task of the child’s pre-school years.
Healthy conscience is basically caring – caring for self that responds to the
joy of fully functioning and projecting futures. Caring for others because they too
are selves with feelings, intentions and desires. Such caring comes in the midst of
play, and is empowered by skill in understanding others. Conscience enables
constructive reconciliation. It anchors the self in humanity.
Healthy conscience commits the self to an honest integrity. It brings about
the union of the self. It keeps on trying to get together one’s behavior and what
one thinks is right, so they are both going in the same direction. It continually
“trues up” the self and affirms the self when behavior seems right. Such a
conscience will not collapse under pressure or warp future growth.
Healthy conscience helps the person transcend what he has done. It opens
futures. Conscience is the call of possibility. The pre-school is an optimum place
for the growing of conscience and a model for how desirable conscience can
develop anyplace.
The growth process in children by which healthy conscience develops is:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Caring deeply and understanding others.
Becoming able to feel, identify, and handle feelings.
Becoming a personal center and realizing competence.
Helping establish a justice culture.
Developing honest inner speech.
Trueing-up the self.
Hearing the call to possibility.
Preferring the highest and best.
Interiorizing significant adults.

These are not steps or building blocks that are placed one on top of the
other. They are growth processes, all going on at the same time. Neither are they
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abstractions to be taught. Feelings, meanings, and thinking are part of the
experience.
CARING DEEPLY AND UNDERSTANDING OTHERS
Conscience develops as a child begins to care deeply for someone else.
Because of the tensions in their homes that were beyond the
control of the parents, Jill’s and Joe’s life worlds had become fragile.
One morning in December, Jill and Joe both want the doll carriage, a
certain doll, and a blanket. Neither of them had played with these toys
before.
Joe has been wheeling the carriage with a doll in it around the yard.
Jill tells me that she wants it. I tell her Joe is using it now but that she can
get another doll and put it in a wagon and pull it.
She does this but then goes directly to Joe.
Jill:
Joe:

“Joe, do you want to pull the wagon?”
“No.”

Jill tries to take the doll and carriage from Joe. They get into a real
fight – pulling, crying, and kicking. I put my arm around Jill and get
down to talk to Joe.
Mrs. S: “Joe, you want the carriage and the dolly very much.”
Joe: (Still crying) “Yes, yes.”
Mrs. S: “You like the dolly so much you would like to wheel her
around all morning?”
Joe: “Yes.”
(He stops crying)
Mrs. S: “Joe, Jill likes the dolly too. She would like to wheel her.
Joe, you wheel her for five more minutes and then let Jill
have a turn.
Jill:
“He may have seven minutes.”
Mrs. S: “Jill, seven is more than five.”
Jill:
“Yes.”
Mrs. S: “Joe, Jill says you may have seven minutes.”
Very pleased, Joe starts off with the buggy. Then he turns around
and comes back.
Joe:

“Here, Jill, you may have it.”
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Jill:

“That wasn’t seven minutes, was it, Mrs. Snyder? He is
sort of silly, not taking his turn.”
Mrs.S: “No, Jill, Joe isn’t silly. He knows how much you want to
wheel the dolly. So he is giving you his turn.”

Episodes like these reveal what is involved in beginning to care for
someone else. The teacher took time to understand what was going on in the
situation and within each child. By communicating this with both children, she
let them become part of the effort. Once they understood the meaning of what
was going on and felt cared for themselves, they began to care for the other
person.
Joe came to understand that the teacher understood how much the doll
carriage meant to him. “Joe, you want the carriage and the dolly very much,
don’t you?” “You like the dolly so much you would like to wheel her around all
morning.” Once the teacher is recognizing his feelings, he is free to hear what the
teacher is reporting about Jill’s feelings and care about them too. The whole
process of caring has a rightness about it for him. By hearing Jill’s feelings put
into words by someone who cares for both of them, he hears and understands
her feelings and needs. He begins to see her as a person with feelings and wants.
He sees that she suffers as he does. He cares for another self. Jill at the same time
understands how much the doll and carriage means to Joe and says, “You may
have seven minutes.” He is a person too, not an enemy. To each of them, in spite
of their own personal needs, the other child becomes part of his and her life
world as a human being. They begin to see each other as persons.
The basis of conscience is the ability to care for another self because that
self has feelings.
No one episode, of course, will build a caring conscience; but continued
experiences over a period of time do make a difference in the child’s feelings
about herself and others.
When they enter pre-school, children have various beginnings of a caring
conscience. They continue to work on enlarging their caring capacity.
One morning Dick is taking off his coat in the locker room. He is in a
happy mood.
Dick: “My mother wouldn’t kill anybody, Not the grocery man,
not Ann (his baby sister). She loves everyone.”
Mrs.S: “Your mother wouldn’t kill anyone, Dick?”
Dick: “No, she loves everyone. She wouldn’t kill Dora and she
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has a hole in her face. She works for us on the farm. She
loves her.
Mrs. S: “Your mother loves Dora even when she has something
wrong with her face?”
Dick: “Yes. She loves her.”
Mrs. S: “It feels good to have a mother who loves everybody.”
Dick: “Yes.”
Dick already showed a great capacity for caring for other people when he
entered school. In this conversation he was trying to accept into his caring people
who are deformed. A conscience of this kind is the basis for a moral society.
BECOMING ABLE TO FEEL, IDENTIFY, AND HANDLE FEELINGS
Feelings are the ground out of which caring grows. For some children the
starting point in developing conscience is helping the child to feel. Some children
are overwhelmed by their feelings because they do not understand them and
cannot put them into words. They need help to learn to identify, understand, and
act constructively on their feelings.
Faye was quite withdrawn when she entered school. She was a
child who could not cry. It took her a week to gain enough security to
move around the room.
One morning, Faye is playing with water in the sink and seems
very interested in what she is doing. Other children see her having fun
and start to play in the sink too. Gradually, Faye is edged out. She drops
down on her knees and starts to cry.
Mrs. S: “You want to play in the sink too?”
Faye: (Still crying) “Yes.”
Ms. S: “And you wish that you could say to the children, ‘Don’t do
that. I want to play, too’”
Faye looked at me with thoughtful eyes, got up and edged her way
back to the sink.
By having words put to her feelings, Faye understands the feelings
inside her. She understands what is happening. As a result of our
conversation, she also understands that it is all right to want to play at the
sink, and that she does not have to let others push her out. She now has
words to think and feel with. She can act.
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The capacity to feel and understand one’s feelings and act on them
constructively are necessary components for building a powerful conscience.
Feelings often become intense, and so a child needs help in learning how
to handle them. She needs help in processing them so that the total child stays in
control of her life and not just the fearful or angry self. (Helping children develop
and handle intense feelings is treated in considerable detail in Chapter 6,
“Enabling Through the Understanding Mode of Conversation.”)
BECOMING A PERSONAL CENTER AND REALIZING COMPETENCE
Conscience develops out of strength, rather than fear and weakness. A
“conscienced” person is endowed with energy – the power of inventing and the
power of resisting.
Conscience is the personal, self-generating center from which this energy
flows. It grows as self experiences doing some things well. To enable a child to
function, to do something he or she wants very much to do, is an important
function of a significant adult.
Toby was an insecure three-year-old when he started school.
At first Toby played alongside with the other children within his
own world. They did not feel they were playing with him.
When things didn’t work out his face would go blank and he
would cry loudly.
On the third week of school he arrived wearing an expensive
cowboy hat, a brown plaid shirt, and boots. All of the children
admired them.
Toby: “I’m a cowboy, Mrs. Snyder. See, I’m a cowboy.”
He rode around the room on an imaginary horse. New feeling
tones came into Toby. The cowboy took possession of him and he lived
this for several weeks. But his strong cowboy identity and feeling tones
sometimes got him into trouble.
One morning Jack is building a house with blocks. Jack tells
Toby not to build on his house. Toby hits Jack in the face with a
block. Jack starts to cry.
Mrs. S: “Hey Toby, Jack asked you not to build on his blocks.”
(When Toby sees Jack start to cry, it disintegrates him. He
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starts to cry, and big tears roll down his face.)
Mrs. S: “Toby, you wanted to build with Jack, and when he
wouldn’t let you, you hit him?”
Toby: “I wanna. I wanna.”
Mrs. S: “Toby, when things go wrong, you don’t know what to
do?”
(He is still crying)
Mrs. S: “Toby, that is what pre-school is for, to learn how to play
together.”
Mrs. S: “Toby, you are learning how to play with other people.”
Toby was beginning to play more freely now with the boys. He was
not withdrawing behind a blank mask anymore. But he still had some
things to learn that would take him into a new level of relationship. Rather
than calling his attention to what was wrong with him, he needed help in
understanding the positive task he was working on – learning to play
constructively with others.
Toby: “Bang! Bang!”
Mrs. S: “Toby, that was too loud. No guns, you know, at school.”
Toby: “That boy [pointing at Jack] told me to stop my silly talk.
So I shot him.
Mrs. S: “You didn’t think that your talk was silly, and you didn’t
know what to do?”
Toby: “No, I wasn’t talking silly so I shot him.”
Mrs. S: “Toby, you could have said, “I don’t think that what I
said was being silly.’”
Toby: “No, I wasn’t being silly.”
Mrs. S: “You were wanting to play with Jack and you didn’t like
having him say you were silly.”
Toby: “No, I wasn’t being silly.”
On another morning Willis comes to me rubbing his face.
Willis: “Toby kicked me.”
Mrs. S: “Toby kicked you in the face, and it hurts, Willis? We
better go talk to Toby. Toby, Willis says you kicked him
in the face and it hurt very much.”
Toby: “He kept getting in the way of my stagecoach and he
wouldn’t stop.”
Mrs. S: “You were playing stagecoach, and Willis was bothering
your stagecoach?”
Toby: “Yes, and I kicked him with my boots.”
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Mrs. S: “Toby, it hurt Willis when you kick him in the face
with your boots. If you would tell Willis real loud about the
stagecoach, I’m sure he would not bother it.”
In about ten minutes, Jim is having trouble. I go see what is the matter.
Mrs. S: “Jim, somebody hurt you?”
Jim: “Toby kicked me.”
Toby: “He kept eating my mouse, and I didn’t want him to”
Mrs. S: “You didn’t want him to eat your mouse?”
(Toby had been playing kitten with imaginary mice.)
Jim: “He didn’t have to kick me.”
Mrs. S: “It hurt a lot to get kicked, Jim?”
Toby: “He wouldn’t stop eating my mouse.”
Mrs. S: “Toby, it was your mouse, and you didn’t want him to eat
it. You need to tell him out loud so he can understand, then
no one will get hurt. I don’t let other people hurt you, and
I can’t let you hurt other people.
Later that morning, Toby comes and sits on the green box next to me.
Toby: “Mrs. Snyder, when I make someone cry, it makes me cry,
too.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t mean to hurt them, Toby?”
Toby: “No, I don’t mean to hurt them. When I hurt them, and they
cry, it makes me cry.”
Mrs. S: “You cry too, Toby, when you make someone else cry.”
Toby: “Yes, I cry, too.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t mean to hurt people, Toby?”
Toby: “No, I don’t want to hurt them.”
Mrs. S: “But when you are learning to play with other people,
sometimes they get hurt. But you don’t mean to hurt them?”
Toby: “No, I don’t mean to hurt them.”
Toby’s energies had come into focus. He had become an individuated
center. At the beginning of the term he had wanted to be strong and powerful.
The cowboy suit helped him get into action, but it got him into trouble with other
active children. As he learned skills of relating and playing, his imagination
became active. Children began to like to play with Toby. He gained competence,
and in the process he acquired conscience.
Caring is not taught, it is first experienced. The child who knows adults
only as feeders and givers, knows a limited type of caring. Being enabled to
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function, to realize competence and the ability to live with others, gives caring a
deeper dimension. The adult who does not enable children to grow can only
coerce them.
HELPING ESTABLISH A JUSTICE CULTURE
A Justice Culture exists when one life world is in healthy relationship with
other life worlds, and when each is becoming better able to function as a person.
Certain ways of justice become established, and any child can appeal to them if
he feels violated.

The Child and Teacher Form a World
A Justice Culture begins when the teacher and the child establish a world
together. Before school starts I visit each child in his or her home. This is
important because I am entering the child’s life world for the first time and I
want our meeting to be in the place where he or she is the most secure. I will be
entering the child’s world often in the school, in happy experiences and in
conflicts or fears as he or she is learning to play and have fun with other children.
I want the children to experience that I do care for them, that they can trust me,
and that I am an interesting person.
I want each child to feel that coming to school opens up new possibilities.
So I explain what our school is like, and I tell them that their mother or father (or
someone else close to them) will bring them to school. “We have lots of toys to
play with – blocks to build with, cars and trucks, and easel and paints, a sink and
water to play with, a housekeeping corner with dolls, dishes and pans, and we
have play dough. Just lots of toys, You may play with anything you want to. If
someone else has what you want, just wait a while until they are through with it.
If they want it too long, you can tell me, and I will help you get a turn. There will
be other boys and girls to play with. In the middle of the morning, all of the
children go to the toilet. We have juice and crackers to eat. Then we have a rest
period. You can put your mat anywhere you want to on the floor. You do not
need to close your eyes, just rest and be quiet for a short time. Then we go
outside and play with the things out there. We have tricycles, wagons, a
sandbox, and a big trailer to play in. At 11:30 your mother [or someone else] will
come for you, and you will have lunch and sleep in your own bed at night, and
come back to school the next morning.”
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When the children arrive the first morning, we start from there, always
trying hard to enable each child to function explaining as we go, understanding
feelings when necessary.

Love That Envelops All
Some children come from homes where they have been able to command
attention without having to share it with other children. They have been
surrounded with a love that centers on them alone. It is a new experience for this
child to be in a situation where others are included in an overall love.
Eileen is a beautiful child. Very quickly she becomes distinguished
by frequent crying which she relies on for communication in many
situations. Instead of telling people what she wants, she cries. She cries as
a way of objecting to what someone is doing; she cries when she feels left
out of play; she cries when she feels she is not in control of a developing
situation; she cries that people might know she is mad; she cries when she
feels she needs help; she cries in order not to remain impotent. At times
she has an ample vocabulary.
Eileen has been warmly attended by two parents. They have met her
needs and showered her with positive attention. Yet she was very immature in
her ability to love others. Crying was the way she was accustomed to getting the
world she desired in every situation. It was as if she had learned that if she stated
“with her guts” that she was victim, the world would immediately come to her
rescue and treat her as a princess.
We do not “learn” love merely by being served or loved exclusively. There
has to be a system within which we love each other and share love. Such an
“enveloping all” love situation is one primordial condition that pre-schools are
about.

A Justice Culture in the Process of Becoming
Being in an established Justice Culture is valuable to the growth of
conscience, but being in a Justice Culture that is in process of being established is
even more valuable. When a child is thrust into a group in which the ways of
relating and doing things are already established, he or she may learn to do them
because he or she is supposed to do them that way. The child’s behavior may not
be supported by his or her feelings. Ways of doing things make more sense when
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the child has been part of working through situations where the feelings of all
were put into the words.
When a Justice Culture emerges from a group of active life worlds, it is
powerful. Everyone has helped establish it and believes in it. This is the unique
opportunity of the pre-school.
Building a Justice Culture is an experience-by-experience process in which
all kinds of behavior are tried out and have to be worked through.
On the second week of school Barry brings a uke to school.
It is a music box that plays when the handle is turned. All the
children want to play with it, but Barry doesn’t want them to.
Byron: “I won’t break it.”
So I asked Barry if I can see it and he gives it to me.
Mrs. S: “This is a very nice uke you have, Barry. It has such
a pretty tone. You are afraid that someone will break
your uke?
Barry: “Yes.”
Mrs.S: “I think that Byron would be very careful with it, if
you let him have a turn.”
Barry: “Well, OK.”
Most of the children had turns with the uke and to each
child I explained how concerned Barry was that it did not get broken.
After the children had their turns, I took it to Barry.
Mrs. S: “Barry, it made everyone feel good to have a turn
with your nice uke. Shall we put it in you locker
now?”
Barry: “Yes.”
My respecting and others respecting Barry’s property made him
feel that we respected him. It made him feel good. He was an expanded
self after that and played well with the other children. This experience
gave Barry a feeling of what other children were like. The other children
also got a feeling of what Barry was like. They could trust each other.
I was also helping Barry and the children understand together how
his uke was to be used – how the possessions of others were to be
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respected. By talking over how much he valued his uke and how to
handle something another person values very much, they begin to feel
they are part of the process of building a Justice Culture.
A teacher is not credible to a child until the child experiences the teacher
as a person who is for him or her and knows how to help him or her do what he
or she wants to do. Children will not listen until this happens. Some have learned
to turn off adults.
Joe is playing at the small table in the housekeeping corner. He is
pouring water from a big bottle into small cups and dishes and is running
water onto the table and the floor. He is very busy and is enjoying it very
much. On my way to talk to him, I pick up two sponges.
Mrs. S: “Joe, it is fun to pour water. Try to do it so the
water doesn’t get on the floor. It makes the tiles
come up when they get wet. Here’s a sponge. I
will help you clean it up.”
(We clean it up and I leave.)
In a short time, Joe is running the water over the top again.
Mrs. S: “If you like to run it over, let’s take it to the sink
and you can run it over as much as you like.”
(I help him carry the dishes to the sink and help
him get started playing again.)
I was enabling Joe to function. He was doing what he wanted to do in a
way that fit into the school. He was experiencing me as the one who would help
him. He could believe in hearing me.
Some children have angry feelings and want to hurt others. These feelings
have to be worked out experience by experience. If a child starts to throw sand
while playing in the sandbox, I say, “It is fun to throw sand, Bob, but sand might
get in somebody’s eyes. It hurts very much if it gets in the eyes.” This kind of
reply is usually enough for most children. However, the hostile acting child may
need more help, so I try harder to help him understand: “It is fun to throw sand,
Bob. I wish we could throw sand. But it may get in other people’s eyes and that
hurts.” If the child continues, I act to stop his destructive play and to protect the
other children.
Mrs. S: “Bob, do you want to play in the sand?”
Bob: “Yes.”

34

Mrs. S: “If you want to play in the sand, you can’t be
throwing sand. It might hurt someone.”
This puts the decision back on the child. I hope this will be enough,
because I do not want to have to use force. But if he continues to throw sand, I
will say, “Bob, you will have to get out of the sandbox now. You will have to stay
out of the sandbox until I am sure you will not throw sand."
I lift him out of the sandbox if he does not get out. If he really loses
control, I may need to sit beside him until he gets his anger released and he has
calmed down.
What I am trying to do is to help him face a moral structure that does not
allow a child to violate others or control the whole world. One of the ways
conscience develops in the child is for the child to meet a person who is an
integrity the child likes, a person who represents the constructive values of
society.
With Bob I was enacting a to-be-internalized-conscience. At the same time
I repeatedly gave him the opportunity to take responsibility for his own
behavior. I did not punish him, because that probably would have made him
very angry at me, and would have distracted him from the real issue of using
sand safely.
When a child wants to hurt others, it is a sign that he does not feel good
about himself and needs help in restoring respect for himself. In extreme cases it
may be necessary to hold the child when he has lost control. I sit down and hold
him so that he cannot hurt others, but not to punish him. If the child is held
without the intent to punish him and is given time to work his anger through
without scolding or further provocation, there is self-healing and a return to
happy functioning. I release him when his anger has been discharged, and then
he can return to normal activities, or he may want to enjoy the warmth of a hug.
As the days pass, feelings of what is right are formulated. The ways of
doing things make sense and are accepted as being right.

Freedom to Make Decisions
In a Justice Culture children experience the freedom to make decisions, to
defend their integrity and meet other persons’ integrities, to stand up for justice
for someone else, and to experience themselves as a power with people.
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Free choice is essential if a child is to help establish a Justice Culture.
When children bring toys from home I always enjoy the toy with them. Then I
ask if he or she has brought it for other children to play with or just for them to
see. If he or she has only brought it for people to see, after we have looked at it, I
say, “Let’s put it in your coat locker in the hall where it will be safe.” This is an
honest decision I let children make. I never force a child to share things he or she
brings from home against his or her will. The children become quite free in
sharing their personal treasures and it becomes right to them and part of the
Justice Culture. They enjoy showing others how their toys work.
One morning, Adeline brings her new tricycle with a basket, bell,
and horn. It is a beauty. During the first part of the morning she takes
it out into the school yard. Dick sees it and asks if he can ride.
Adeline: “My father says not to let boys ride.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t want boys to ride your bike. You are
afraid they might break it?”
Adeline: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “Dick likes your bike very much.”
(I give her time to think.)
“You remember how happy you were when he let
you ride his two-wheeler?”
She smiles, but cannot get off her new bike.
Mrs. S:

“If you don’t feel that you want others to ride
your bike, let’s put it by your locker.”

She agrees, and we put it away. After rest period she comes to me.
Adeline: “I want Dick to have a turn on my bike.”
Mrs. S: “I think it will make Dick feel good to ride your
new bike.”
Adeline: “Here, Dick, you can have my bike.”
Adeline was allowed to do her own inner struggling until it was her
decision. I tried not to make her feel guilty when she would not share her bike. I
wanted the decision to come from her own feelings. It is true that she was under
some pressure to share if she wanted to use her bike at all. It would have been a
serious mistake to agree that only her friends or only girls could use the bike.
This would have destroyed the Justice Culture. An artificial, privileged group of
persons would have been created who, because of their possessions and
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friendship, could enjoy things denied to others. They would have been given the
power to hurt others and set up destructive rivalries.
Even though I value sharing, and the children begin to know this, it is
important to have sharing come from their own wealth of feelings. If one relies
on praise to teach sharing, a teacher may be only encouraging a child to please
adults. This does not help form conscience, since the perception of another’s
feelings is absent and the experience of caring has not been developed. Further
sharing is less likely to occur when adults are not present.
Helping a child make decisions is part of building an active conscience.
The decisions have to be ones that the child is equal to making. The
consequences have to be within a child’s tolerance range.
Finally the child shares because he or she cares for others and is attracted
by the possibility of play, rather than because the teacher keeps enforcing the
principle of sharing.

Defending One’s Integrity
When a teacher helps a child defend his or her integrity and come through
so that he or she feels good about himself or herself, he or she helps the growth
of conscience.
One morning, the children pick dandelions and put them in
paper cups with their names on them. Clark gets into a pushing
fist fight with Willis over a cup of dandelions. Both are in
earnest, fighting for their rights.
Mrs. S: “Hey, wait up.”
Clark: “These are mine.”
Willis: “They are not.”
Mrs. S: “Wait, lets look and see whose name is on the cup.
Clark, it says that these belong to Willis. See
W-I-L-L-I-S.”
Clark: “No, that spells Clark.”
Mrs. S: “Clark, you feel that this cup looks like yours?”
Clark: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “Let’s find the one that has your name on it, Clark.”
(We did.)
Clark: “That’s not mine.”
Mrs. S: “The other one looks more like the way you
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remembered yours looked?”
Clark: “Yes.”
Both boys felt good about themselves and each other after this episode. In
a Justice Culture, it was right for them to defend themselves. A child needs to
feel good about being able to maintain his integrity. A Justice Culture requires
that the fair thing be done, but does not force the young offender to admit he was
wrong or lying. The fact that
W-I-L-L-I-S does not spell Clark was not as important a way to take hold of the
situation as recognizing Clark’s strong desire to have the cup that looked like his.

Standing up for Justice for Someone Else
Being able to defend one’s own personhood is an important step toward
developing a conscience. But a conscience also has to include standing up for the
rights of others. In a Justice Culture, somebody will see that a person is not
mistreated.
Bob is at low ebb, exhibiting a great deal of hostility. He has
worked long at making an elaborate building out of blocks, so when putaway time comes I warn Bob and tell him we will leave his building until
last. Clark, Cliff, Marie and Clarise are helping put away the blocks.
Clarise picks up some of Bob’s blocks by mistake. Bob jumps up and
pushes Clarise so hard that she falls against the window. Then he goes to
Marie and knocks her down. Cliff, Clarise, and one of the other children
start after Bob. Marie gets up and tackles him. Bob starts to cry. He seems
frightened.
Mrs. S: “Just a minute, Cliff and Clarise.”
(I shield Bob.) “You saw Bob knock Clarise
against the window and push Marie down. You
didn’t want him to hurt them. Bob, you didn’t
want them to take your building. I had told you
that we would leave it up till last. When they all
started to come after you, you didn’t know what
happened.”
Bob: “No.”
The episode seemed over. The children stood looking at each other.
This was a good healing experience for Bob. The children who were
defending justice understood. It caused good feeling in the whole group. When
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children come to respect and stand up for others, they often feel this way about
other forms of life. Van was acting on such a feeling when he told the neighbor
boy, who wanted to pull leaves off the tree to fill the wagon that “leaves are the
tree’s lungs” and suggested they could fill the wagon with rocks.

Power With
“Power-with” others – in contrast to “power-over” others or through
submission to others – is an important component of an active, potent, desirable
conscience. And it is a basis of a justice culture.
The four-year-old girl who approaches another child with the remark
(either to herself or to the other child), “I can do better than you can” is at the
moment devoid of conscience. She is trying to establish power-over, to place
herself as queen of the castle, rather than experience power-with the other girl.
She has internal tensions and needs that prevent her from relating directly with
another child.
She needs many experiences of successful joint enterprises that will help
her with an honest appraisal of herself and allow her to appreciate the
achievements of others.
Myra is watching three-year-old James climb high in the tree in our
pre-school yard. She watches from the ground.
Myra: “I can climb higher.”
Mrs. S: “You would like to climb too, Myra? Just start up
the ladder.”
(Myra climbs part way up but does not get as high
as James)
Myra: “This is as high as I can go.”
Mrs. S: “You have gone as high as you can go and James
has gone as high as he can.”
(They both stay and enjoy being in the tree talking
together)
Now Myra could enjoy being in the tree with James. She did not have to
worry about who was doing better.
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A power-with conscience has to be supported by good feelings that are
earned in the give-and-take of relationships. It is being able to say, “Boy, that was
fun,” after being together with friends.
A strong, potent conscience comes from experiences of having your ideas
accepted and extended by others, from the delight of entering into an adventure
thought up by someone else, and from yelling with, protesting, shouting at,
wrestling with, arguing with, being silly with, taking turns with, defending with,
and protecting. Such experiences are the ground of a power-with conscience.
A Justice Culture requires that all individuals are powerful. A conscience
is pitifully weak unless the power-with component is livingly there. A weak
conscience is a constant invitation to disaster. It takes a strong conscience to
stand up against the stupidities and destructiveness that try to take over almost
every arena of our common life. Just a sense of right and wrong does not make
an adequate conscience. Without crucial experiences of power with valued
persons, we are still fearful. We continue to have attacks of a biting conscience
that tries to macerate us to pulp, to reduce us to zero, and so prevent healthy
conscience from operating exuberantly and effectively.
DEVELOPING HONEST INNER SPEECH
Inner speech is the processing equipment of conscience. A person uses
inner speech to talk to him or herself and to govern his or her conduct. Its
primary function is to influence the self rather than other people. Without inner
speech there is no personal appropriation of knowledge. It is one of the
developmental tasks of being human.
Inner speech has its beginnings in early childhood. Children begin to talk
by using the crucial words of the people around them. They talk to get what they
want. They also talk to communicate their feelings to other people. Every time
they talk, they are also listening to themselves.
As they become more aware of themselves as identities, they talk directly
to themselves, not trying to communicate to anybody else at that time. The child
uses this speech to present to herself how she feels about what is happening and
what she intends. This inner speech enters into the foundation of her identity and
determines her mode of relationship to other people.
In the first stages of inner speech the child talks to himself or herself out
loud, but later the language is silent. It was once thought that the child’s inner
speech (called “egocentric” speech at one time) disappeared around four or five.
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Then Lev Vygotsky observed that early inner speech does not disappear, but
goes inside to become the method by which the person talks to him or herself.
In the beginnings of inner speech, the child not only vocalizes the words
but needs to feel that someone is listening to him or her. However, he or she does
not expect any interruption or reply from them. He is talking to and building a
personal “sanction center”, which gives sanction to what the child is doing and
thinking. This sanction center can quickly become too limited to just the child’s
own intentions. To be healthy, this center must always involve the sense that the
child is talking not only to him or herself but to a Justice Culture.
The pre-school deals with the child at the opportune time when inner
speech is emerging and acquiring form and content. The child has not yet
differentiated her inner speech from words she speaks out loud to others. She
still talks out her feelings and perceptions. And you can hear her in motion.
Some inner speech is person-destroying. It does not join the child with
other people – instead it becomes divisive. Perceptions get warped by unmet
needs, so the child’s thinking and language becomes distorted. The child’s desire
rules, and seeks immediate gratification. The adult can help him discover what
his inner speech is really saying, and how it is violating and getting him out of
touch with what he most fundamentally wants: to be in a relationship and to
function wholeheartedly.
At the beginning of the school year, some children’s communication to
others and to themselves takes the following forms:
CHILD’S WORDS

HIDDEN SANCTIONS

“But I want it.”

It is all right to take it away from
anybody by whatever means.

“I don’t like Tom.”

Tom is doing what I want to do. I have
a right to stop him.

“It is mine.”

I don’t have to let others use it.

“I am bigger than Jim”

It’s all right to belittle others because I
am superior and they are inferior.

If remarks like these continue, they enter into the identity formation of the
child. She hears herself saying them out loud and to herself. They become part
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of her self-image, of who she is and therefore must be. Her identity becomes
fixated, making it difficult for her to change or enter into a caring relationship.
The way a person defines his needs and the life situations he faces
determines how he will seek to solve them and how he will relate to others.
Contrast, for example, the child who says to herself, “How can I control this
person?” or “How do I prove that I am better than these others?” with a child
who says to herself in inner speech, “How can I relate to this person so that we
can have fun?” Inner speech is always busy formulating the questions that have
to be answered.
In the pre-school years, while inner speech is being formed, children are
establishing strategies for relating to others and for being what they think is a
desirable self for them. To begin with, these are often strategies for maintaining
themselves as they are. One little girl’s persistent inner speech tells her that “In
all situations I must be cute. Then adults will notice and treasure me.” Another’s
strategy is that “If I can’t have my way, I will scream and cry. Then they will
have to give me what I want.” One boy’s inner conversation tells him that “If I
can’t join the ‘good guys,’ it’s OK to hurt the ‘bad guys’.”
Inner speech does not usually consist of sentences. Often it is not so much
a string of words as it is blobs of diffuse meaning, a geyser of feeling hunting for
words to express it.
Often the most basic meaning is symbolized in partly hidden and complex
forms. Sometimes it comes out in very direct language.
When Clyde comes up to a little girl and says, “I’m going to hit you and
knock you down,” he is meeting his need to feel powerful. If he succeeds, he will
say to himself, “Isn’t it great to be strong? Now I am Superman.”
When he comes to where Van is playing and takes over the camper, he is
saying to himself in unformulated words, “I must be the kind of person who can
control other people.” When Clyde finally asks himself, “How can I play with
Van?” his inner speech has changed and his identity is changing. Playing with
Van is emotionally more satisfying than being a lonesome Superman.
Inner speech is a mode of establishing and maintaining identity. It is
more than abstract thinking. Inner speech is continually wrestling with the
decisions and actions of the person. It keeps the self working on the basic
questions of living: What do I see happening here? What do I really want?
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In the episode of Joe and Jill (pages ? and ?), Joe gave the doll buggy that
meant so much to him to Jill because his own inner speech could present her
feelings to himself better while he was interacting with her. A new level of
relationship was possible, and a new bit of inner speech began.
How important it is, then, to help a child at this early age to care deeply
for another self because that self has feelings like he or she has. This
understanding feeds into the child’s inner speech and system of meanings. If
these are caring-for feelings, the conscience will be humane.
Inner speech is the processing equipment of conscience. The quality and
range of this early inner speech is crucial.
TRUEING-UP THE SELF
We have presented conscience as caring for other people, having feelings
and being able to handle them, becoming a personal center and realizing
competence, participating in building a Justice Culture and developing honest
inner speech. We now turn to the sixth component of conscience. When being a
part of a Justice Culture makes sense, children form and re-form themselves.
They begin to “true-up” the self, to correct themselves.
Basically, all children want to live in relationship. They want to function
fully. They do not enjoy being scared, timid, or hostile. Often their impulsive or
angry behavior gets in their way and has to be worked through.
One morning, Jane’s mother says good-bye to her three
times. Jane does not answer. Then her mother leaves.
Mrs. S: “Jane, you didn’t say good-bye to your mother this
morning.”
(Inviting her to look at her behavior rather than
accusing her)
Jane: “I didn’t say good-bye to her. I won’t say good-bye.”
(Very emphatically, stamping her foot)
Mrs. S: “You didn’t feel like it this morning?”
Jane: “No! She yelled at me and I won’t say good-bye.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t like having people yell at you?”
Jane: “No.”
Mrs. S: “Jane, you know sometimes mothers have so much
to get done that it is really hard for them.”
Jane: “I know. I wouldn’t get dressed and wouldn’t eat my
breakfast.”
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Mrs. S: “When mothers have an awful lot to do, they
sometimes get cross.”
Jane: “I know.”
This is helping a little girl work through her feelings so that she can trueup herself. She was now in charge of her feelings instead of her feelings being in
charge of her. If I had moralized, it might have made her feelings tighter. Then
she would probably have gone into the morning feeling sorry for herself on a
false basis.
Jane had a conflict going on inside her. She did not really want to be at
odds with her mother. Rightfully, she was mad at being pushed around. She
needed someone to help her work through this conflict. Jane arrived at the place
where she could say to herself, “I caused the trouble this morning, not my
mother. I would not get up and eat my breakfast.” She was developing honest
inner speech. In the process of reliving her morning with me, she was able to
recover and once more be the girl she likes to be. She did her own changing.
A conscience is in constant struggle to bring one’s actions and feelings into
union with one’s better self. Conscience is the power to search and to find the
authentic self.
HEARING THE CALL OF POSSIBILITY
The conscience of a caring person does not have to live by rules and
regulations or by habit; but can respond to the human situation. There can be an
immediate freshness about a person who responds this way.
During singing time on the last day of school, the children
are asking us to sing their favorite songs. In the midst of singing,
Tilly speaks up.
Tilly: “Will you sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to me?”
Louise: “Is it your birthday?
(Hopefully)
Dick: “She just wants us to sing it to her.”
(We sing “Happy Birthday” to Tilly)
Even though it was not her birthday, Dick sensed Tilly’s feelings and felt
how much it would mean to her. Everybody felt good about singing to her, so
we sang “Happy Birthday Everybody”. It seemed so right that they wanted to
sing it again, so we did.
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PREFERRING THE HIGHEST AND BEST: TRUTH-WORK
Conscience is loyalty to the highest and best we know. In a Justice
Culture, when children begin to care deeply, they are fast to choose the better
over the destructive.
On the morning after the death of Martin Luther King, Clark
came directly to me when he arrived at school.
Clark: (with concern) “Mrs. Snyder, you know they killed
Dr. Martin Luther King last night!”
Mrs. S: “Yes, some mean people shot and killed him.”
Barry: “They killed him dead, and he is really dead, isn’t
he?”
Mrs. S: “Yes, he is really dead.”
Charles: “But why?”
Mrs. S: “Dr. Martin Luther King was trying to help black
people. He was trying to help all people.”
Charles: “But why did they kill him?”
Mrs. S: “Some people did not like what he said, and what he
wanted to do. So they killed him to stop him.”
Ben: “But they shouldn’t have killed him.”
In spite of all the violence on TV, the children were sure that this
definitely was not right. They were upset that a good man had been killed for
being good. They had found something to be true to that extended beyond our
group. They were being true to the struggling personness in all mankind. They
began to see that the world has better and worse in it, and that everything does
not have the same value, that one action is not as good as another. Conscience
enables the person to discriminate and to choose relationship with the highest
and best.
“Truth-work” is the effort to live in the best relationship with the highest
and the best. It has two dimensions. It is an open and constructive way of
moving toward others so that potential is realized. It is also the inner process of
thinking over what is happening in light of what one believes and intends, so
that one’s own personal truth is actualized.
The pre-school, being a Justice Culture that is on the side of healthy
growth, cannot accept all values and actions. Bullying, stealing, destroying what
others are building, and scape-goating can never be accepted as valid ways of
treating people. Such behavior clearly destroys the Justice Culture, hurts people,
and frustrates the creative process. Freedom is not a license to “do your own
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thing.” It is only within our understanding of the highest and the best that selfactualization takes on direction and significance.
Knowing that there is a highest and a best, a person becomes aware that
positive potential exists in all relationships. Since we do not know for sure what
form it will take, we must be open to movement toward truth and creativity
within all children. Together we can discover what is best and work to bring it
off. Truth-work is therefore a cooperative enterprise made possible by an open
and constructive approach to others that intends significant and creative
accomplishment.
Truth-work is also the inner process of constructive reasoning that
distinguishes the human from the slave or robot. When Toby (pages ? -?) talks
about crying when he hits others, he is doing truth-work. He is reasoning about
what his hitting others does to himself and the most basic value of maintaining
friendship with others. His truth is to be in creative friendship with others, and
hitting them destroys this truth. He is reasoning about himself and working to
find a way to handle his anger and frustration that does not destroy his positive
relationship with others.
Involving children in the process of thinking-through and creating-with
others in the light of our knowledge of the highest and the best is a fundamental
method for the pre-school.
INTERIORIZING SIGNIFICANT ADULTS
Some of the content of conscience comes from interiorizing the people we
admire, people we think are attractive, and people who function the same way
we want to. Parents are significant and their influence lasts a lifetime. The preschool teacher is a crucial source in the beginning of the development of
conscience. If the child experiences the teacher as one who cares for him, is
interested in his growth, enables him to function, and seems to know how to do
things, that teacher becomes a significant adult in the child’s conscience
foundation. Conscience comes to us in the form of persons.
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HOW THIS APPROACH DIFFERS FROM SOME OTHERS
We are primarily concerned with healthy conscience formation, not with
using any method that promises immediate results. Well-intentioned adults
often feel that punishment or criticism is successful if it gets the children to obey.
They do not realize that such methods often encourage children to adopt
dysfunctional forms of conscience, and that they actually weaken the selfgenerating and caring process that healthy conscience is based on. Solving
problems with children is not to be based on expediency; but determined by an
understanding of how an effective conscience develops.
We understand that guilt has destructive and constructive dimensions.
When the self is taught to feel “bad”, self-hatred results. When regret after
hurting someone leads to corrective action, the quality of personal living
improves. We do not agree with approaches that try to get rid of all guilt
feelings. An important aspect of guilt is the recognition that we are responsible
for what happens and that our actions are to be judged by standards that apply
to all people. The self-righteous denial of any obligation to others, the
sanctioning of self-indulgence, and the centering of morality upon personal
pleasure may reduce or even eliminate guilt, but, it does so at the cost of
abolishing healthy conscience.
We are not interested in creating a conscience that cripples people with
self-hatred or prevents them from enjoying life. We do not attempt to cause or
intensify destructive guilt feelings by shaming, questioning underlying motives,
or fixing blame. These tactics only lead to withdrawal, denial of responsibility,
fearful conformity, or self-hatred. Nor do we force a child to say “I’m sorry”.
This makes the child say something that may not be true, and does not help the
child understand what has happened, or how they can change. When a child
does hurt another, we help that child understand the situation and return to
creating with the other child.
The knowledge of cognitive development has greatly increased our
understanding of children, but some people have incorrectly understood the
relationship between cognitive development and the formation and functioning
of conscience.
Jean Piaget describes the cognitive development as a process of increasing
integration and differentiation that leads to the emergence of new capabilities
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and increasing understanding. Beginning with simple motor and sensory
patterns that are formed and then integrated into more comprehensive cognitive
structures, an enduring symbolic representation of the external world emerges.
The child no longer exists primarily in a flood of emotions and bewildering
confrontations. Later, as the child grows in his or her ability to understand the
way the world works, there are important developments in thinking and
reasoning. The child moves from thinking that is concrete, animistic, egocentric,
or legalistic, to thinking that is logical, scientific, abstract, and relational.
Cognitive development – (to become an active mind equipped with powers to
originate, transform, and impose order on the world) – is the main business of
education according to Piaget.
Lawrence Kohlberg describes conscience as organized around the
dominant moral principle upon which a person bases his or her moral reasoning.
He postulates that conscience goes through developmental stages. The first and
most elementary stage of conscience is organized around the principle of
obedience out of fear of punishment. The second reasons on the basis of selfinterest, while the third is most concerned with getting praise and approval. The
fourth believes in law and order, while the fifth thinks in terms of a mutually
beneficial social contract. The sixth and final stage reasons on the basis of a
commitment to universal ethical principles. Tests of moral reasoning have been
used by Kohlberg to identify which type of conscience a person has. Attempts
have been made to move people up the scale by learning about these principles
and their application.
Some have concluded after studying cognitive development that the
young child, lacking the ability to understand fully and reason logically, is not
capable of acting ethically and must be treated differently until all the necessary
cognitive processes are fully developed. In reality this is not true. Even very
young children spontaneously care about others. They are naturally friendly and
honest without being forced, unless they have been dehumanized by adults.
They like being treated justly, and at times can live in accord with the highest
ethical principles, the very principles they cannot verbally explain.
They can do this because the actions of conscience are not altogether
dependent on cognitive development. Conscience is based on the integration of
a person’s experienced understandings of “self” and “world” into a “self-inworld”. This bonding of self and others determines how experience is
interpreted, meanings formed, and decisions made, and what strategies of
relationship are adopted. Since conscience is built on this relationship,
approaches that attempt to create conscience through teaching beliefs or moral
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principles, and approaches that stress training in logical reasoning or that use
values clarification, are basically ineffective. They may add to a person’s
knowledge or understanding of various situations, but they do not change the
structure of conscience. They do not alter a person’s perception of self or world,
nor do they increase that person’s interpersonal skills. Belonging and bonding,
not logical ability or intellectual knowledge, enable moral development.
A number of current techniques encourage adults to bring up children
without “the human connection”. These approaches to children share the defects
of a contemporary mind whose dead ends are becoming evident: a rootless
individualism looking out for its own advantage, its own pleasures, its freedom
to express hostility – and a concentration on technology rather than on the
humanities. Their concept of person is too small and too partial.
One approach is the idea that leaving children alone and not “interfering”
will allow them to learn to solve their own problems and to realize a sound
morality. At its best, it produces a custodial or baby-sitting service. At its worst,
it creates a dog-eat-dog environment. We cannot assume that children can
discover what is important for them in a vacuum where adults hold themselves
aloof. Nor can children choose what they have not experienced.
We believe that children need to encounter adults as a presence, as people
with enthusiasm with whom they can co-create as people who care deeply,
understand and have fidelity to their personhood and the making of a Justice
Culture. Such encounters with interesting and exciting people are interiorized,
and this mode of moving out toward people becomes one of the relational
strategies of conscience.
The reliance on ideology and logic is another such technique. We have
only to look at the human disasters of the twentieth century to see that extremely
rational and coherent ideologies were capable of systematically destroying or
degrading large numbers of people. The critical question then becomes deciding
the purpose to which we are going to apply our reason. Encountering others and
participating in the creation of a Justice Culture are necessary for the belonging
and bonding that tie reason to humanity.
A third widely used technique consists of behavioral modification and
behavioral contracting. These are capable of teaching behavior and give children
incentives to make progress. Learning theory helps us realize the importance of
paying appropriate attention to children. But, as with logic, we must look at
what it intends to accomplish and at what it does to the conscience. If
compliance is the goal, we adults are behavioral technicians who control rewards
and manipulate desired responses. If personhood is the goal, encountering each
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other as persons, sharing enthusiasms, caring for, understanding, being an
integrity with, and co-creating become our method. The difference between the
conscience formed and the type of personal existence encouraged by these two
approaches is very significant.
Since we find integration of the self and world to be the primary
determinant of conscience, we conclude that conscience selects the ethical
principles to be used, rather than vice versa. If we believe, with Kohlberg, that
conscience is controlled by ethical principles, it is hard to explain how the same
person, with a specific type of conscience, acts differently at different times or in
different situations. If conscience is based on an integration of self and world,
such differing actions can be understood. When a child feels valued and
experiences the world as a safe and interesting place, behavior consistent with
the higher ethical principles may result. When a child feels despised and rejected
and experiences the world as dangerous, then behavior motivated by fear,
selfishness, or anger is more likely.
We do not understand conscience to grow in a series of quantum leaps
from one ethical principle to another; nor do we believe that development always
moves to more effective forms of conscience. Conscience becomes more stable,
consistent, and moral as a person’s understanding of his or her own worth
deepens, his or her competence increases, his or her understanding of the world
is more insightful, and his or her awareness of the ground that constitutes “self”
and “other” frees him or her from being controlled by external events and social
pressures. We shall explore this concept of the child as “worlding self” in some
detail in the next chapter on Life World.
In addition to understanding how healthy conscience may be facilitated, it
is often necessary to understand the dysfunctional conscience. It is built on a
different integration of self and world, with different relational goals.
Understanding this, the teacher is better able to work with a child who has this
kind of conscience. Furthermore, the teacher can evaluate proposed methods for
being with children. He or she can avoid in his or her own teaching those actions
that promote dysfunctional and self-limiting forms of conscience.
SELF-LIMITING AND DESTRUCTIVE CONSCIENCES
The punitive conscience is an attempt of a frightened and endangered
self to cope with a hostile and destructive world. Such a conscience is based on
fear and is primarily concerned with avoiding punishment or, when it has been
hurt, with getting revenge by hurting back. The cry of the biting, condemning
conscience is, “Don’t do that. If you do, you must be hurt.” Lying, blaming
others, and self-deception are necessary to avoid or reduce punishment and
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guilt. Justice is understood as punishment or getting revenge. It is devoid of
compassion or reconciliation. Passive conformity occurs in the presence of
others possessing superior power; oppression and exploitation occur when
others are weaker.
The paranoid-pessimistic conscience is more interested in maintaining a
paranoid world-view and using the identity of an “innocent and helpless victim”
to excuse its own behavior than in taking initiative to live constructively with
others or in handling injustice effectively. It is built on socially sanctioned selfdeception. Personal responsibility for what occurs is denied and innocence is
defended: “I didn’t do anything; it was their fault.” Others are frequently
provoked. When they respond appropriately, unfair persecution is alleged. Fear
of losing self-esteem, or fear that rage will become uncontrollable in response to
frustration, causes the paranoid-pessimistic conscience to conclude: “It is better
not to try; it will never work.” Constructive effort is abandoned and finding a
scapegoat is necessary to discharge rage at being impotent and to build-up selfesteem.
The other-directed conscience integrates a weak, dependent self and a
world that is believed capable to providing satisfying nurture. The directives of
this conscience are, “Don’t do anything that might cause others to reject you; be
sure to please those who can give you what you want.” Praise is sought, and
disapproval or rejection is feared and avoided. Conformity is the primary mode
of being but destructive jealousy and competitiveness may erupt when nurture is
threatened. Because the person lacks an independent integrity, creative selfactualizing energies are suppressed and there is no strength to stand up against
injustice affecting oneself or others.
The exploitative-opportunistic conscience uses the world for what it
wants. It asks, “What’s in it for me?” and follows the primary directives “Me
first” and “Do your own thing”. What is needed is taken, what is desired is used
irresponsibly. The rights and opportunities of others are disregarded. Stealing,
bullying, arrogance, defiance of legitimate authority, refusal to acknowledge
responsibility or enter into commitment, and a self-deceiving sense of
persecution are manifestations of such a conscience.
The disconnected conscience seeks to program a poorly integrated and
poorly understood self with other people’s “wisdom”. It is unable to put into
action what it says since its beliefs are disengaged from the power that runs the
self. Such a conscience is actually a “pretended conscience”, consisting of
misunderstood words, spurious reasoning, and nonproductive routines rather
than fullness of heart and mind and strength. Ethical principles that have been
learned by rote or programmed in by outsiders are uncreatively adhered to,
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rigidly followed. They are often used to hide ulterior motives and to deceive
others. The creative life, denied to the self, is also denied others. This conscience
says, “Conscience is something that can be given to me. I’m not involved in its
development, nor expected to live what I say I believe.”
HOW THE SELF-LIMITING AND DESTRUCTIVE
CONSCIENCES COME ABOUT
Children form a conscience that can best cope with the reality that faces
them and interiorize the behavior modeled by significant adults. They become
disciples of the discipline they experience. Therefore the reality that adults
create for children and the methods adults use to handle feelings and solve
interpersonal problems are of the utmost importance.
When adults intentionally hit, humiliate, degrade, or threaten a child, they
make avoidance of punishment the central concern of that child’s conscience.
They provide a model of how a punitive conscience operates that the child will
copy and later interiorize. The child’s experiential understanding of justice is
restricted to punishment and revenge. The child is pushed to develop a biting
and condemning punitive conscience ant to adopt the behavior that goes along to
support it.
The paranoid-pessimistic conscience is a response to being repeatedly
thwarted by others and to having significant adults confirm that one is an
“innocent and helpless victim” deserving of pity and special treatment. Such
adults blindly take the child’s side of a conflict, disregard what the child
contributes to the problem, encourage a paranoid world view, and do not enable
the child to live constructively with others. Encouraging a child to believe that
he or she is a “victim” is different from giving a child necessary support and
protection where he or she is overwhelmed and discriminated against.
Adult reliance on praising children can encourage children to suppress
their authentic self and destructively conform or compete for approval. This
encourages the development of the other-directed conscience, especially when
adults discourage initiative and independent activity. There is a significant
difference between recognizing and celebrating a child’s own accomplishments,
and praising a child for being “good” or doing what the adult has commanded.
Adults who get upset when children make just requests, or who discourage
children from standing up for themselves when they are unjustly treated because
other adults will be upset, train children to become passive and other-directed.
The exploitative-opportunistic conscience is encouraged by adults who
believe that children should have complete freedom to do as they please even
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when it hurts others, violates the Justice Culture, or means breaking
commitments and not carrying out responsibilities. This is sometimes
compounded when adults identify with children as being unjustly treated or feel
sorry for them and excuse them from their responsibilities. Bribing can
contribute to the attitude that you do not have to cooperate if you are not
rewarded. (Bribing has to be distinguished from appropriate rewarding or
paying the child for work that has been accomplished)
Adults also contribute to the formation of such an exploitativeopportunistic conscience by protecting children from the natural consequences of
their behavior. This teaches children that they can be irresponsible and that
nothing serious will result since someone always benevolently intervenes,
unpleasant natural consequences do not occur, and they are always given
another chance.
Systems of behavioral training that utilize externally imposed rewards run
the risk of encouraging the other-directed or exploitative-opportunistic
conscience. Teaching “acceptable” behavior is not the same as enabling the
child’s own caring. It does not foster the formation of the personal intention to
live considerately and constructively.
The disengaged conscience results from attempting to short cut conscience
development. Understanding and insight developed by others cannot be
superimposed on those who have not gone through the conscience developing
process. Working through a problem is a different experience from having the
solution given to you. Without coming to care deeply, understanding others,
and develop power with people, the words and phrases of morality lack personal
meaning and the power to motivate.
WHAT HEALTHY CONSCIENCE IS: THE CARINGCONSTRUCTIVE CONSCIENCE
From living with three- and four-year-olds, we have found three clusters
of functioning that contribute to conscience development at this age. A person’s
conscience is all of these contents working together. Conscience is not best
thought of as the generalized stages that some theories of conscience and
morality have offered for a teacher’s use. These three clusters of activities are the
functional livingness with which children develop, and of which they can be in
charge.
To summarize what we have described and documented in this chapter:
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1.

2.

3.

Conscience is appreciative caring. Conscience is caring that comes
from richness of feeling and intention, understanding the worlding
that others are trying to bring off. It is wealth of subjectivity.
Conscience is constructively helping establish a Justice Culture, a Justice
Culture in the making. This has been described here by the concepts
of “a love that envelops all”, “ in the process of becoming”,
“freedom to make decisions”, “defending one’s integrity”,
“standing up for justice for someone else”, and “power-with”.
Conscience is integrity work. It is becoming a personal center and a
constructive participant in a culture that has a history, an integrity,
and a future. This integrity work has been presented here in terms
of “becoming a personal center and realizing competence”, “honest
inner speech”, “trueing-up oneself”, “hearing the call of
possibility”, “preferring the highest and the best”, “truth-work”
and “interiorizing significant adults”.

Richness of feelings and appreciative caring, helping to establish a justice
culture, constructive integrity work – these three and their contents are what
conscience is and how it grows.
There is an iridescence to this kind of conscience.
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Chapter 4

A CHILD IS A LIFE WORLD
A child is always organizing a Life World in which she lives, and from
which she functions. Out of her encounters with all that surrounds her, the child
organizes a uniquely personal world-to-be-lived. The Life World is organized by
the growing the child is working on, the projects in her imagination, and the
meanings of particular actions, persons, and objects.
Every child is a worlding project. Each is a Life World trying to realize
itself through encountering, incorporating, and making a “world out there” that
includes him or her. Each child is continually putting together a world to live for
the next few minutes, as well as a world that will hold together over a longer
time.
A Life World cannot be given to a child by someone else. Each child
constructs it from experiences, intentions, and the meanings awakened in that
particular child. A major function of the pre-school teacher is to help a child
learn how to bring off this “worlding.” For a child and the world have to get
together.
ORGANIZING CENTERS OF A LIFE WORLD
We have found the following organizing centers in the Life World of
children:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The growing the child is working on
Feelings about self
People and objects in the child’s world
Method of meeting life
Meanings being developed
Future

A knowledge of these organizing centers is fundamental in understanding
a child. Around these centers clusters much of the content of the child’s Life
World.
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The Growing that the Child is Working On
A child is a thrust into life. From the moment the baby is born, she moves
her arms, kicks her legs, and explores with her mouth. All systems are go! She
starts reaching out into life. Almost immediately, she is working on something.
She starts to figure out the tremendous and exciting world of which she is now a
part.
To help a child in any particular moment, the teacher needs to discover
what that child is working on. And this is not always obvious. Often the child’s
needs are hidden under false signs like withdrawal or hostility. When he is
possessed by these feelings, he exists in a world that is self-defeating. It is not a
pleasant world. But the child does not want someone to take over his life. He
wants someone who will enable him to function.
Some children’s behavior is hard to figure out. It does not make sense
until the adult understands the growing that is being worked on.
Bert is a fast-moving three-year-old whose behavior gives
conflicting signals. He never hurts other children, but he will take
their toys and run to another part of the room before the toys are
missed. Often, if he thinks no one is looking, he will break a toy. In
the play yard, he throws toys over the fence after he uses them. His
ego strength is good, but he does not play with other children.
At first I thought that Bert had not learned impulse control.
But two conversations finally gave me the clue to the growing he
was working on.
On a rainy day I take a group of children into the hall to ride
on small triangle scooters. Bert is radiant as he races up and down
the hall on his scooter. Suddenly he stops.
Bert: “Mrs. Snyder, you know my brother couldn’t do this.
He can’t run.”
(Bert has a nine-year-old brother who is confined to a
wheelchair. He has not talked about his brother
before.)
Mrs. S: “No, Bert, your brother is in a wheelchair and he
can’t run like you, can he?”
Bert: “Nick just has to stay in his wheelchair.”
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Mrs. S: “That is sad, isn’t it, that Nick can’t run, and that
other people have to help take care of him.”
Bert: “Yes.”
(And off he goes to race on the scooter.)
The second conversation occurred a few weeks later. The
children are in the bathroom at toilet time. One child notices that
Woody had a Winnie-the-Pooh button on his pants. The children
are admiring it.
Bert: “I don’t have a Winnie-the-Pooh button.”
Mrs. S: “You like Woody’s button, Bert?”
Bert: (In a longing tone) “I don’t have one. But Nick has
one on his pants.”
Mrs. S: “Your brother seems to have lots of things, Bert?”
Bert: “He has lots of toys.”
Mrs. S: “He seems to have more than you, Bert?”
Bert: “Yes, he has lots.”
(With much feeling)
Mrs. S: “Bert, you know Nick has to stay in a wheelchair all
the time.”
Bert: “He can’t walk.”
Mrs. S: “When a person can’t walk they need lots of toys to
play with.”
Bert: “Yes.”
(His face has a relaxed softness` to it.)
Gradually, Bert’s destructiveness disappeared. He could
share and enter into relationships with his peers. On his birthday
his parents made sure that he received presents that were
important to him. He brought his toys to school and shared them
with the children. They respected his toys, and good feelings
developed in him.
As long as Bert felt that his brother was preferred, his Life World was that
of an undesired and rejected self, struggling to protest and get revenge on an
unfair world. It affected his whole behavior. His strategy was to break Nick’s
toys when no one was looking and to get away fast. This perception and his
strategy were blocking his relationships and preventing him from accurately
understanding his parents.
Bert was working on his relationship with his mother and father. He
desperately wanted to belong and, in his own immature way, he was saying “See
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me. I am your son too. I really want to be. I need toys. I need love.” Nick’s
getting so many toys had symbolized to Bert that he was not loved. I helped him
see that Nick’s toys fit his needs. It was not intended to mean that Bert was not
loved. His feelings about both his parents and himself changed, enabling him to
organize a more constructive Life World.
There is something inside every child that causes her to keep struggling
not only to survive, but to fulfill herself and to belong. She keeps working away
at it. This need to fulfill herself and be in relationship drives her to continually
reconstruct her Life World. When a child is not in relationship, the teacher needs
to keep asking himself why. What is blocking the child? The teacher can be
most helpful at the point of the child’s present need. Otherwise he keeps
responding to symptoms.
Lloyd is an extremely busy little boy with a bright happy
face. He has been on the go from the minute he entered school. If
he meets an obstacle, he will leave that situation and find
something else to play with.
At the end of the first week, his mother tells us that Lloyd is
very happy about pre-school, but that he comes home exhausted
and takes a long nap. Later we learn Lloyd had been sick as a baby.
The doctor had put a tube in his brain to drain off fluid so that
pressure would not build up and destroy his brain tissue. He also
wore special shoes to help his undeveloped foot muscles.
Lloyd had a lot of catching up to do, and he was in a hurry
to do it. As soon as we realized the growing he was working on,
we could help him with his very inquiring mind. Until we
discovered the tremendous effort he was making, our focus had
been on how to slow down this boy’s driving energy.
The growing that a child is working on is always a significant factor in
that child’s behavior. It is a constant organizer of his Life World and a stimulus
to his activity.

Feelings about Self
A child’s feelings about himself also organize his Life World. They
dominate the climate and weather of that world.
The feeling-picture of self is always at the center of the world the child
puts together to live. When a child feels very badly about herself, she tends to
act compulsively, trying to destroy the play or status of another child. Or she
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draws back, defining herself as weak, undesirable, a victim. She tries to organize
a world that sympathizes with her. Her lack of morale leads her to try things
half-heartedly. Therefore she fails in the activity. She becomes bored. When it is
no longer fun to be herself, the world becomes polluted and suffocating. When
her feeling about herself is sick, the whole world is sick. Not loving herself, she
can hardly love others. The reverse is equally true. Freed to respect herself, she
can put together a world filled with respect.
SELF-VALUING
All experiences leave a memory in the feeling structure of a
child. Self-valuing is a composite of the way life has come at a child. It is the
child’s feelings about the picture he has of himself. It comes from his experiences
of being valued by people who are significant to him, and from his realization of
competence.
On Friday of the first week of pre-school, Betty comes
skipping into the room. I am sitting on the floor and she comes
directly into my lap.
Betty: “Smell me, smell me, I don’t smell anymore.”
(She keeps talking breathlessly)
Mrs. S.:
(A bit puzzled about why this was important
to her) “Betty…”
Betty: “I wore my new yellow nightie, I didn’t wet my bed,
and I don’t smell anymore.”
I want to say that this is fine and that she will learn to keep her bed
dry. But she keeps talking. Already she has put herself against my nose.
Betty: “Smell me, smell me. I don’t smell anymore.”
(She skips off to play)
Everything goes well until the next Friday, when Betty is
absent. Her mother explains that Betty had wet her bed again, and
she told Betty if she was not old enough to keep her bed dry, she
was not old enough to go to school.
What does such treatment do to Betty’s feelings of her own worth? One
isolated incident may not hurt a child. But if this is the continuing mode of
relationship, her picture of herself will gradually become self-depreciating. What
might this do to her power to form an energetic Life World? When she enters
first grade, will she feel that there is something wrong with her, that
fundamentally she stinks?
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A child’s self-valuing can be a feeling of being weak and inadequate, - that
other children are better. It can be the feeling that the world is hostile and that
the only way to survive is to seize the initiative in hurting. Or it can be a feeling
of being capable – a feeling that life is good.
Carl is a three-year-old boy whose picture of himself and
feelings about himself changed during the year. At the beginning
of school, he was aggressive and loud, he acted strong and tough.
But he was actually weak and scared. He seemed to get into lots of
trouble. If a child protested and made a big fuss, Carl would back
off saying “I’m sorry”, as if this were a sure way out. By spring,
because of many successful play relationships, he had discovered
that he could trust active boys and hold his own with them. His
self-valuing had changed.
One spring morning, all the children are outside playing
while I prepare the table for juice time. Carl comes in and watches.
He leans one of his elbows on the table, and speaks in a thoughtful
way.
Carl: “You know, I like this table. I like the chairs. I like
the sinks. I like everything about this school.”
Mrs. S.:
“I’m glad that you like our school, Carl. I like
having you in our school.”
Carl: “You know, a long time ago I played only with one
boy at a time. But that was before I knew this was
such a good school.”
Mrs. S.:
“Now you like to come to school and play with
lots of children.”
Carl: “Yes.”
Carl had now included all of the children in the school as his
friends, and felt good about them. He liked himself. He felt strong.
When a child feels good about himself, he can take a lot of hard falls in
stride.
In the spring some of the children make kites and take them
into the yard to fly them. Carl is very pleased to run with his so
that it will fly out in back of him. Then I see him standing on top of
the trailer. Holding his kite, he leaps into the air and lands flat on
his stomach. His mouth is full of mud and his nose is bleeding. He
looks up smiling.
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Mrs. S.: “Oh, Carl! You should always land on your feet.”
Carl: “But, I had my kite.”
Mrs. S.: “Carl, you did have your kite, but it is not strong
enough to hold you up. Even a parachute jumper
lands on his feet.”
We go in to wash the mud out of his mouth. Then he takes
his kite and goes out to play again.
This was a big contrast to the falls he took when he felt
weak, when each little bump set off intense crying.
COMPETENCE AND EGO STRENGTH
Ego strength is closely related to
self-valuing. Ego strength is inner power coming from many experiences of “I
can,” “I am able,” and “I am in relationship.” Learning to walk, to ride a trike,
and to be wanted by friends, brings an inner glow of confidence. Each success
adds strength that is available for the next attempted achievement. It enables the
child to withstand being hurt many times in the process of trying.
Children differ greatly in the amount of ego strength with which they start
school.
One spring morning Robin runs to a student teacher.
Robin: “Look, the baby leaves are coming out and it’s warm,
and I’m going to dig worms, and you can help. And
I’m going to play alligator and tiger. You can be the
little … no, the daddy tiger.”
(And off he goes to begin most anything)
Here is a boy aware of the world around him, projecting all kinds of
enterprises, reaching out for social relationships. But a bright child is not
necessarily a competent child.
Alvin is a three-year-old boy who is small for his age. He is
a bright boy and speaks two languages, but he cannot play with
other children or with toys. One morning he looks at a small truck.
Alvin: “The truck is yellow, Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S.: “It is yellow, Alvin, but it can carry big loads of
bricks to build houses. See, like this.”
(I build a road with blocks for the truck to ride on. He
watches, but does not touch the truck.)
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Alvin had not experienced toys as something to play with.
Pictures of toys had been used to teach him colors. When I called
on Alvin in his home, the spring before he came to pre-school, we
established a good relationship. His mother told me they had not
succeeded at helping Alvin with toilet training, but she was sure
they would have it done by fall.
When school started, Alvin arrived wearing diapers,
soakers, training pants and top pants. He continued to have a
bowel movement in his pants early each morning. The bowel
movement was the messy kind that ran down his legs and over his
shoes. It was not the kind you could ignore, particularly in a group
where other children might look upon him as a baby. It did not
bother him. He would tell me after it happened. It took two weeks
to help him learn to have his bowel movement in the toilet. Soon
after he arrived each morning, I would take him to the toilet.
Mrs. S: “Alvin, lets go to the toilet so you won’t have your
bowel movement in your pants.”
Mrs. S: “Put it in the toilet, Alvin, so it won’t get in your
pants.”
I discovered from experience that he would not have his
bowel movement in the toilet the first time I took him. If I would
take him again in 15 minutes, he occasionally would do it, but for
the most part he would only sit on the toilet and repeat what I said
to him but still not do it.
Alvin: “Put the BM in the toilet. Mrs. Snyder does not like
to clean up a messy BM.”
(He would laugh but would not do it)
During the rest of these mornings, I am especially careful to
enable him to do what he wants to do so that he will continue to
feel that I am for him and we keep the good relationship we had
established.
Finally, one morning he has his bowel movement while on
the toilet.
Alvin: “Mrs. Snyder, Mrs. Snyder, look! It’s in the toilet.”
Mrs. S: “Alvin, you did put it in the toilet! Now you know
how!”
(He jumps up and down with excitement.)
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The good feelings spread to other activities. That morning
he goes to the blocks, builds a road, and starts to play with the
trucks. Ego strength comes with each new accomplishment. One
day he is struggling with his suspenders.
Alvin: “These suspenders are a nuisance. They keep coming
unsnapped. They get in my way. I can keep up my
own pants.”
Mrs. S: “That’s right, Alvin, you’re tired of things getting in
your way.”
Alvin had very little ego strength when he started school;
but given the opportunity – and some help – to take over his Life
World, he was able to take control. The more he succeeded, the
more ego strength he had for the next step.
IDENTITY Identity is the discovery a person makes when he or she says, “I am
me. I am unique and valuable. I have a future.”
One morning in pre-school, Ron and Jill are playing
Huckleberry Hound and Yogi Bear. At juice time, this conversation
takes place.
Ron: “I’m Huckleberry Hound. I better take off my
cowboy hat.”
Ron: (Later, with a satisfied feeling) “Mrs. Snyder, I’m not
anybody anymore. I’m just Ron.”
Mrs. S: “It feels good to be Ron, doesn’t it? You know, there
isn’t anybody in the whole world just like you?”
(He seems pleased)
Jill:
“And I’m not like anybody, either. I’m just Jill. Is
there anybody like me?”
Mrs. S: “No, Jill, there isn’t anybody in the whole world like
you.”
Each child in the pre-school asks if there is anybody like him
or her, and each child has to be told there is no one in the whole
world that is. After all of them have their turn, I conclude:
Mrs. S: “Isn’t it a wonderful world! There are no two people
alike.”
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Through his or her actions, the young child is continually asking the very
crucial questions of life: Who am I? Do you really love me? Do you want me to
grow? What kind of person do you think I am? Am I able to do what I want, or
am I inadequate? Do I get along with others, or am I disliked? Am I doings
things I should, or am I bad?
Identity also depends on how a child accepts being a girl or boy. The goal
for both girls and boys is for each to feel good about him or herself biologically,
and to be free to enter into life equally.
Girls seem to enjoy playing in the housekeeping corner because they have
observed their mothers taking care of the house. Some boys need help in
accepting that it is all right for them to enjoy taking care of dolls and playing
house. Some girls need help in allowing boys to play in the housekeeping
corner. At the beginning of the year, the play is apt to be getting meals, feeding
and washing the babies. As the boys come into the play, there is a great deal of
family play in which different roles are tried out. The play usually includes a
mother, father, baby, and sometimes a baby-sitter, or a big sister or brother.
Some girls need to be helped to do more than play in the housekeeping
corner and do handwork. Girls sometimes need encouragement to climb, build
with blocks, play ball, run, ride a bicycle, play in mud, dig worms, be a doctor as
well as nurse, and take turns being the engineer on the train. Some of the names
for certain jobs make it hard for a girl.
Jill:

“I’m a cowboy girl.”

Sally: “Give me a hat. I’m going to be a fireman.”
Girls should not feel excluded from activities because they are girls.
Some boys need to gain strength in holding their own with boys their own
age.
In a sporting way, Jack, the youngest boy in school, tackles
Roy, the biggest and happiest boy, and knocks him down. Roy is
surprised; to protect himself he pushes Jack in the face.
Mrs. S: “Jack, you want to play with Roy? Roy, Jack is
learning to wrestle. He just wants to have fun. But
no pushing in the face.
(Roy understands and they continue. Then Jack
pleased with his success, pushes Roy in the face.)
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Mrs. S: “Hey, Jack no pushing in the face.”
(Roy smiles and Jack feels big and they continue to
wrestle.
Being masculine also means taking part in the necessary work of
maintaining a home and taking care of children. We help boys enjoy playing in
the housekeeping corner.
We do not encourage or forbid boys to dress up in dresses. Dresses may
be attractive to a boy because they have bright colors, are made of soft materials,
and can be made into costumes. But encouraging a boy to wear a dress so that
he can act out a female identity may lead him to feel that he is not a boy and is
preferred as a girl. Some mothers encourage boys to dress up like girls also
prevent them in other ways from becoming masculine. They later get upset and
angry when the boy prefers a feminine identity or uses it to upset them.
A boy’s identity is partly attached to his penis. The sensitive boy with a
small penis is apt to be emotionally hurt by comparisons made by other boys.
Clark: “Tim’s penis is little, but mine is big.”
Mrs. S: “Some boys have big penises, some have little
penises. A small penis works just as well as a big
one.”
When a boy starts bragging about his penis, I do not want a girl to feel
inferior, so I say, “Boys have a penis, girls have a uterus.” Since some girls feel
inferior because their uterus does not show, I explain, “The uterus is inside so a
baby can grow in it and be warm and protected.”
Both boys and girls need help in accepting their biological role. The basic
personal needs are the same. Each sex needs to be validated. A girl needs to feel
good about being a girl. A boy needs to feel good about being a boy. This does
not happen simply by telling them so. It is real when – from experience – they
feel that it is so.

The People and Objects in the Child’s World
Each child selects certain things from the environment and makes them
his or her world. A teacher needs to know what a child is including in that
world. What activities does the child participate in? Who does the child play
with? Who does the child avoid? Why? Which children does the child look
upon as helpers in his or her projects? Which ones does the child regard as
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obstacles? What playthings are important? What use does the child make of
them? What creative imaginings is the child caught up in?
How does the child relate to adults? How does she feel about her family
and her place in it? How does she accept her brothers and sisters in relation to
her father and mother?
A child’s definition of his place in the family can be the cause of a great
deal of trouble and needs to be dealt with throughout the pre-school year. The
trouble usually comes from two sources. The child is not able to do what the
older brothers and sisters can do, and often gets the feeling of being inferior. A
new baby in the family may cause the child to feel displaced in the affections and
attentions of the parents.
Some children feel displaced even before the baby’s birth. One girl
resented the unborn baby because it went to work with her mother. Another girl
was looking forward to the baby, but already sensed that the parents wanted a
boy. She evidently felt something was wrong with her since they wanted a boy
so much.
Anabel: “If the baby is a girl, I will tell you, Mrs. Snyder, but
if it’s a boy …”
(She clenches her fist and shakes it at me.)
Her parents did not realize how deep this feeling was. When the baby boy
arrived, Anabel had trouble from the beginning.
Another boy suffered real personal damage during the
difficult pregnancy of his mother.
One day Fred’s normal speaking voice is whiny, and even
when he yells it remains whiny. His mother is sick and the baby is
almost due. Fred has regressed during this period.
Three children are at the table with Fred in the housekeeping
corner. The small doll is in the center of the table. Fred picks up the
doll and with real excitement in his voice,
Fred: “Let’s eat the baby. I’ll eat the head. You can eat the
leg. You eat the hand.”
The other children continued what they were playing.
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Fred: “Let’s eat the baby. I’ll eat the head, you can eat the
leg. You eat the hand. Let’s.”
Nobody joined in this play so Fred did not continue it. This
episode could be interpreted many different ways. I believe Fred
was trying to get the baby who had caused so much trouble out of
the way so that it would not be a bother any more. His voice did
not have a mean tone, but expressed real excitement.
After a new baby arrives, the older child often feels that the baby is
preferred. The mother is now giving her love and time to the new baby. What
was once the child’s place in the family is now the baby’s. The child has been
dispossessed. The caresses are being given to someone else. Feelings of
privation and exclusion get mixed up inside. But worst of all, the child’s life
world has been shattered. Much that held him together as a person has been
given away, including the trust and dependence on his parents and other people,
and even feelings about himself. Many of the child’s resources have been
demolished. Wanting to hurt back may be a hopeful sign of the child’s will to
survive. It is wrong to label the child “jealous.”
The child must be helped to put together a new Life World. The past Life
World is no longer possible. The child needs to feel that he or she is still loved,
even if love and care are extended to the new baby. The child’s ego strength
needs to be restored with experiences that enlarge feelings of competency. Just
to be given a new toy to cuddle is not enough. The child’s world needs to be
expanded. Life needs to open up for the child with new possibility for a future
because the future is a crucial part of any person’s Life World.
Often a child with an older brother or sister will identify with the older
one when a younger child replaces him or her. This can help the child accept the
family’s new world. A boy needs to feel that he can become a big brother, and a
girl that she can become a big sister. For a child with good ego strength, this is
not too great a problem.
However, it is difficult for some three- and four-year-old children who
already feel that they cannot do what older brothers and sisters can do. When
they try and do not have the same success as the older child, they feel the
discrepancy and would rather give up than look like a failure, particularly when
a new performance level is thrust upon them. A four-year-old once said to me as
I passed him on the sidewalk, “But I don’t want to wait until I grow up to be able
to roller skate.” It had looked very easy when he watched his brother and sister
skate. But every time he tried, the wheels went out from under him.
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We talk about babies in pre-school – about how helpless babies are. They
can’t sit up. They have BMs in their pants. They have to be fed. They cannot
talk. They cannot dress themselves or go places. Babies need a lot of care. After
a while, they get so they can walk and take care of themselves. We talk about
how the pre-school children were babies once, and about how their mothers and
fathers had to do everything for them. But now they can do lots of things that a
baby cannot do. They can even go to school. Of course there is a danger in
overemphasizing the helplessness of a baby, because babies do grow up and
become a power to be reckoned with.
The role of each person in the family has to be discussed. The child needs
to know what each parent does at home and at work. Both parents in two-parent
families are important in the development of children. Each adds something
special.
One morning Dale arrives riding on his father’s
shoulders. They are both radiant as if they had come on a
run. Later in the morning, during play, we have this
conversation:
Dale: “We have good pickles at our house.”
Mrs. S: “Good pickles, Dale?”
Dale: “Yes, we ate some this morning.”
Mrs. S: “For breakfast?”
Dale: “No, we had eggs and bacon.”
(He seemed upset by my interpretation.)
“No, my daddy and I ate them on the way to school.”
Mrs. S: “Those were extra special pickles.”
Dale: “Yes.”
Many fathers are gone all day, so the young child is not as familiar with
him as the mother. Disciplining by such a father may seem frightening to the
child.
The following episode shows how much a boy needed help in
understanding his father’s behavior.
Mr. Blake arrived with the car pool one morning.
Mr. Blake: “Ned has something that he wants to talk over
with you. He cried a long time and he wants to talk to
you about it.”
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Mrs. S: “All right, Ned, something that you want to talk to
me about?”
Ned: “My daddy whomped me.”
(He hits himself hard in the face and on his seat.)
“I broke the radio.”
Mrs. S: “Your dad hit you and it didn’t feel good.”
Ned: “It hurt and I cried.”
Mrs. S: “It didn’t seem right to you for your dad to hit you?”
Ned: “No.”
Mrs. S: “Ned, you know radios are expensive. Your dad
wanted to tell you as hard as he knew how not to
break the radio, so you wouldn’t do it again.”
Ned: “Yes, but we have two. This was the little one.”
Mrs. S: “You didn’t think it mattered about the little one.
But your daddy didn’t want either one broken.”
Ned: “Yes.”
He says this in a firm voice and walks off. He seems to have
an air of maturity as he goes into the school.
Sometimes children need help in understanding mothers when they get
upset. The child needs to talk over the mother’s activities. Some mothers work
outside the home or go to school, and if the child’s needs are met by a good,
stable person, the child will not suffer.
The quality of the relationship between a parent and child is the important
factor. The essence of parenthood is creative fidelity to the growth of the child
and to the relationship. This commitment must come through to the child. Any
important relationship takes a certain amount of time and cannot be established
in a climate of rushing off to other activities or persons who seem to hold the real
meaning of life for the parent. Children need to feel that their parents participate
in the details of life that are important to them.
The work of taking care of the house and the children are part of family
living. Each family has to figure out how this work can be shared. Different
families do it different ways, according to what works best for them.
A good happy relationship between parents is the most crucial factor in a
child’s environment. Parents who enjoy each other, talk together, plan together,
feel that they have a life enterprise going which is theirs, have a common concern
for children and an understanding of how children grow, welcome the challenge
of being parents.
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Feeling good about his or her family has a great deal to do with all of the
child’s feelings. It affects the whole Life World.

Method of Meeting Life: Life-Style
Children come to pre-school with ways of meeting life already somewhat
established. Some are further along in developing, healthy ways of being in the
world. They have learned the fun of playing with other children, are willing to
try new things, can handle a certain amount of conflict, do not depend on the
teacher for ideas of what to do, can take new experiences in stride, are creative.
Other children have developed unproductive methods of being in the
world such as fighting, withdrawing from relationships, taking what they want,
crying, always wanting to be the center of attention, being submissive, feeling
persecuted or victimized, giving up, exploiting, fluttering through life.
Once a method is established, it is difficult to change. The child is apt to
repeat a method, whether it works or not, because it reduces anxiety, expresses
anger, or is encouraged by others.
We can understand a child’s method of meeting life with the help of
certain questions: How does the child relate to the people and things in his or her
world? What feelings toward life is the child acting out? Can the child explore
and take risks? Can the child initiate play? How does the child solve problems
and communicate with other people?
Warren is about five; he is tall and strong. Every child in the
school likes him. The minute he steps into school it is as if the Pied
Piper has arrived. Every child wants to say something to him or
tell him what they are playing or show him something. He
responds to each child who contacts him before settling down to do
what he wants to do or joining in something already going on.
Warren has earned this love and respect over the year. He
never needs to protect himself (although he can), so the children
feel that he is safe to play with. When he enters others’ play, they
know he will not take away from them the chance to initiate, but
will make the play more fun. He is the first one to play with a new
boy, who does not speak English.
One morning Sue is crying because she does not get the blue
chair at juice time.
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Mrs. S: “Sue, you wanted that chair very much. You did not
want Tillie to get it, but she got there first. There is
another chair over there.”
Warren gets up from his chair, takes Sue by the hand, and
leads her to the chair next to his. He puts his arm over her
shoulder while she sobs.
Warren had developed a method of meeting life that allowed him to use
his creative ability, and at the same time to have warm personal relationships
with his peers.
Corrine had developed a self-defeating life-style. She is a
four-year-old girl whose method of meeting life is to find a safe
place where she can play alone. It becomes clear that she has lost
the confidence that she can form a world to live. She does not feel
good about herself, and she spends a great deal of time at the table
where she can play alone.
As we work with Corrine, we discover that life is coming at
her too hard. Her mother and father are on the verge of a divorce.
Partly because her father and mother can no longer relate, she has
become fragile. Things do not make sense. Her feelings are telling
her to escape by withdrawing. One day she draws a picture with
crayons.
Corrine: “It’s my daddy and mommy on their wedding day.
They are holding hands.”
It is a happy picture. She is trying to put her world back
together. Sensing that relationships with the other children are
important in helping her to rebuild her life world, we enter her
play and try to enlarge it to include other children. When the other
teacher is absent for two days, I ask Corrine to help the student
teacher with that end of the room, “because they won’t know what
to do.” She is very alive for two days.
When the divorce comes, she feels it deeply. One Friday she
is sitting alone in the school yard. I go and sit down beside her.
Corrine: “My daddy is coming for me today. I’m going to
his house to sleep for two nights.”
Mrs. S: “So you’re going to see your daddy and stay over
night?”
Corrine: “Yes, my daddy and mommy don’t love each other
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anymore, so they live with someone else.”
Mrs. S: “It is hard to have them live with someone else?”
Corrine: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “You still get to see both of them, even if they live
with someone else?”
Corrine: “Yes.”
By helping her build successful relationships at school and
by continuing to talk about her home situation, a Life World began
to take shape that she could live and a new life style become
possible. She can trust herself to go out toward people.
STRATEGY OF WORLDING
The Life World concept is a useful method of
holding in mind that a person’s consciousness is not mere awareness.
Consciousness is intentional – at this particular moment it intends a particular
style of worlded self that it is trying to bring about. For example, a world fit for
discharge of tension, or a world fit for ruling others and having one’s own way,
or a world fit for hiding and being a safe nonentity, or a world fit for handling
parents who are themselves ill-at-ease on the inside and uncertain of their
connections to anything they can be true to. Or the intention can be to form a
world fit for exuberant play . Any such strategy to create one’s world is always a
way of proclaiming “I mean.”
Gradually, over a period of time, children tend to carry into many
situations a picture of the kind of life world they want to establish. They begin to
intend a style of world. No longer are they taken over by what is going on, no
longer are they compliant victims of whatever strong voices they run into. They
have integrity from which they operate – a design of a mode of Life World which
they believe will prevail for them in the long run. They have a world picture of a
“generalized other” (to use George Herbert Mead’s term) that is life-giving and
life-rescuing. And so is regarded as highest and best.
COMMUNICATION
Communication is a major method of meeting life and
attaching meanings to experiences. The child needs to be able to explain what he
is doing, so that he does not have to attack another child physically in order to
defend herself. She needs to tell people how she sees, and feels about, a situation
so that others will take account of her. Often the most important activity going
on in a child is her imagination. Other people need access to it. By talking out
their imaginings, play becomes more exciting to children and they learn to trust
and enjoy each other.
Conversation is a major method by which a child puts together a world,
invents enterprises, and continues to govern his development. Lifelong richness
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of inner world opens through hunger for communication, and through the
enjoyment of being read to.
Communication has two phases – expressing and hearing. Hearing is a
matter of sensing the communication within and below the words spoken, of
catching what we have called “the existence condition” within the other person.
Often children are already highly skilled in intuiting this level of communication.
However, some do not have the words necessary to symbolize what they intuit
so that they can handle it consciously. Children show remarkable growth in
their ability to understand what is going on deep inside another child. They can
learn to catch the complexity and the conflict, the other child’s intentions, the
growing he is working on, the project he is trying to bring off. They even learn to
understand their parents.
They also grow in their capacity to express what is on their mind in such a
way that a live culture is constantly going on. The discoveries they make of
themselves and life through their large color paintings are almost beyond belief –
particularly when they can talk to an appreciative, respectful teacher who does
not try to intrude.
The pre-school is a place where many languages of expression are
experimented with and where the particular nuances of each mode are savored –
the exuberance of music, the hearing of stories well told, the splashing of design
in color and line, the rhythm of large muscle movements in play, the explorations
and confrontations that test their utmost strength. It is a place where children
are powerfully and beautifully worlding themselves. A pre-school is an
incubator of communication, of communications as a style of life.

Meanings
Everything that a child does has meaning to him. Play-things are not just
toys – they mean something special to each child. Each object and person in a
child’s world has a halo of meaning that needs to be understood by the teacher
and the children playing with that child.
Adele and Andrea are three-year-old twins. Andrea is
smaller than her sister and is considered by some to be less mature.
Andrea is a busy little girl who does a lot of playing in the course of
the morning. Although she plays on the fringes of other groups
and never takes things from anybody, she seems to get what she
wants.
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During the first two months of school, as soon as we go
outside to play Andrea runs to get the only two-wheeler we have.
Her legs are not quite long enough to reach the pedals, but she tugs
and pushes until she is able to ride with ease.
To Andrea the two-wheeler is big. Just sitting on it makes
her feel good. She wants to break through the Life World that
keeps reminding her that she is smaller and less mature than her
twin. Her ability to ride the two-wheeler proves to her and to the
world that she is equal to her sister. The two-wheeler is more than
a plaything to Andrea. Riding it gives her the feeling of being an
expanded self with an opening into life.
Sometimes a child needs help when another child tries to force a false
meaning onto a situation in a way that disintegrates that child’s Life World.
John’s mother had died when he was only one year old, but
he had been well taken care of by a father and other adults. In the
bathroom one day this exchange takes place.
Terry: (In a belligerent tone, pointing her finger at John so
that it touches him) “You don’t have a mother.”
(John drops his head on his chest as if his whole
world has collapsed)
Mrs. S: “Yes, John had a mother. She was very kind and
very pretty. She loved John very much. When he
was a little baby, she brought him to school in a
buggy so I could see him. She loved him. Then she
died, but her love for John stayed inside him.”
John: (Straightening up) “Yes.”
Terry had been insinuating that there was something wrong with John
because he did not have a mother. For the moment, his Life World had been
shattered by Terry’s accusation. Something terrible was wrong with him.
Perhaps he did not even deserve a mother. Helping him see her as a loving
attractive person who died from an illness helped him arrive at a positive
understanding of her absence and his own worth.
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A SYSTEM OF MEANINGS
As separate meanings come to a child from
experience, they are organized into a system of meanings. In the midst of
ordinary play, a child may be working on the important growth of a system of
meanings.
Adele is quite mature for her age. She plays easily and well
with other children. For the first two months of school, she goes
directly to the dolls and plays with them. She will let other
children play with her and sees that they have dolls to play with.
When their interest shifts to something else, she will continue to
play with the dolls. Tenderly she will wrap a doll in a blanket and
sit in a rocking chair and sing.
Her world consists of mothering. She is reliving and
extending that love that comes to her from her mother. This love is
also becoming her way of relating to others. At first she relates to
others as a mother to a child, but gradually, because of the giveand-take with other children, it becomes a relationship of love
between peers. Adele is playing with dolls, but she is working on
something much more fundamental. She is discovering through
experience that life means working with other people as equals
rather than always as a mother.
Another important part of a child’s structure of meanings consists of
feelings about the larger world and his or her relation to it. With good feelings
about this world, the child can learn to handle dark moments and fears – thunder
and lightening, bullets, and the death of a loved one.
School and home can help a child experience the world as something still
in the process of creation, as something to which he or she too can contribute.
When we read in pre-school about airplanes, I tell the children that a long time
ago there weren’t any airplanes because no one had thought of them yet. Then a
man had the idea that a person ought to be able to fly if he could make wings
and fasten a motor to them. I show the children what the first airplanes look like
and how people kept getting more good ideas until airplanes looked like the
ones we have now. We talk about space flights and all the interesting problems
that have to be solved. And perhaps they too will think up some good ideas for
doing important things in the future.
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A system of meanings is an important part of the child’s Life World. A
meaning is more than just a cognitive concept. A meaning includes feeling tones,
expectations, memories of experiences, and a picture of the world. A membrane
of meaning holds all of this together, giving it the definite form of an image-idea.
The child symbolizes this “all-put-together world” with particular words and
concepts developed in communication with other people. All experience is
placed within this system and understood in terms of it.
It is extremely important that a child attach meanings to early experience
that bring him or her into healthy relationships, rather than meanings that
demand feeling superior to others, needing to be the center of attraction, or
having to destroy others to get what is wanted. When a child’s basic system of
meanings is organized around seeking to understand others and constructively
get along with them, that child will move toward others in a flexible and creative
way.
Tena is a small four-year-old girl from India who started
school in the late spring quarter. She seems very fragile and will
not play, but when she watches other children her face becomes
alive. At other times her face is very serious or she looks very tired.
We explain things to her and tell her that she could play with
anything.
One morning, Tena is cautiously touching the cash register.
Amy sits down beside her.
Amy: “On my first day of school, I didn’t play with
anything either.”
Amy then proceeds to explain, physically and verbally, all
the things there are to do. Gesticulating, jumping up and down,
she animatedly shows Tena that school is a place where you can
have fun. She then starts to play with Tena and the cash register.
Amy wants Tena to buy the blue telephone, she gets no response
from Tena. Quickly she switches roles so that Tena will understand
how to play with her. She gives Tena the cash register and asks to
buy the phone from her.
Amy: “You take the cash register, and I will buy the phone.”
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(With a big smile, Tena understands and enters the
play)
Margaret: (From nearby) “Amy, come play dolls with me.”
Amy: “We are talking about Tena now.”
(And she stays and plays with Tena)
Amy was using a whole core of meanings with an intelligent flexibility.
She cared for Tena. From her own experience over a year ago, she figured out
how Tena was feeling and communicated this understanding to Tena. To Amy,
pre-school was a place to have fun. She communicated this to Tena with all her
ability and enthusiasm. When this did not work, she changed roles and became
the buyer of the phone. This worked. She had brought about what she knew
was possible and continued to play with Tena even when another friend tried to
get her to come play dolls with her.
GROWING POWERS TO FORM MEANINGS
If children experience the
important people in their lives as friendly and reliable, they begin to trust. Trust
makes further sense when they discover that people are interesting to create
with. Moving out toward others, being open to them, and caring for them begins
to make sense and becomes important. Truth-work has begun.
Along with trust and moving out to others, reasoning about what is
experienced helps develop a powerful system of meanings. Children must be
able to determine the truth of what others tell them and to think through
situations for themselves. Learning how to discover the truth about what we are
confronting is fundamental method.
Truth-work is internal dialogue and decision-making – the conscience
work that moves the self into harmony with what is the highest and the best.
Trust, thinking through and truth-work together enable a creative and
flexible system of meanings. Thus a child becomes a personal identity and a free
integrity. Without these powers of forming clusters of meanings, conscience will
be weak – or an enemy.
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Future
Future, to the young child, means “I’m growing.”
At juice time one day, after celebrating a fourth birthday,
John asks each child at the table how old they are. After each child
tells him, he says in a soft voice “I’m four.” He says this not to
boast, but as if he realizes for the first time that he is one of the
older boys in school. It puts him in a new level of being. A new
future has opened up to him.
The fourth birthday is one of the most important birthdays a child will
have. It is an experiential clue “I’m growing,” especially if it is celebrated among
peers he cares about.
After Max has his fourth birthday, he acts like a different boy. This
conversation takes place with a student teacher.
Max: “Some boy is dead in the pre-school.”
Student: (In consternation) “A boy is dead?”
Max: “Yep, that boy named Max. The one who used to go
to pre-school. He’s dead.”
Student: “Oh! The three-year-old Max is dead. But now the
four-year-old is alive?”
Max: “Yep.”
The future dimension of a young child’s life is a glimmer “being what I
am, there is something good ahead for me.” As long as a child can hold onto a
future, the Life World can expand and continue to reorganize itself. When a
child loses sight of the future, his Life World loses the centers of direction around
which experiences are incorporated into a cohesive system of meanings.
Disintegration takes place when the present does not support a future.
It is important to know what futures exist in the mind of a small child.
Some are short-term futures. Many children come to school in the morning with
a project in mind. One boy’s hope is that he will succeed in playing with another
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boy who is special to him. A girl may bring a toy from home thinking that it will
make her desirable to other girls. Another child may want to play with an
attractive new toy to see how it works, and at the same time he is trying out
being an adult. Futures have to be tried out.
Long-term futures are also being formed. A four-year-old boy who feels
he is too weak to be a daddy sees no future in being one. A little girl whose
feelings tell her that “my future is to be the center of an admiring group of
people that I can manipulate” is developing a long-term future out of harmony
with her basic need to be in relationship with peers as equals. The future of a
boy who always wants to control the play is “trued-up” when another boy can
say “I don’t like to play with people who never let me use my ideas.”
USEFULNESS OF THE LIFE WORLD CONCEPT
FOR TEACHER AND PARENT
Organizing tasks inside oneself is a continuing developmental task whose
beginning styles and energies are formed in the first five years of life.
If we really understand the Life World concept, we can help children
grow. It helps us to see a child in a larger context than just one situational crisis.
We need not be irritated by what he or she does. We know that a whole Life
World is involved in any change, and so it is a very complex matter. Patience on
our part is appropriate. Having the idea of Life World in our mind, we can
better recognize the growing the child is working on. We can understand the
importance of the Justice Culture to the formation of a person. It keeps both
individual and culture in our goals.
The Life World concept has implications for planning the day at school. A
child needs freedom to work on putting together his or her Life World. The
morning has to start in a freedom-allowing way. The child soon comes to like
this freedom, and starts to plan for it. He comes in the morning with the glow of
expectancy on his face, an enterprise in mind, and a world he wants to live.
Play is the way a child works at building his Life World. The child who
does not have this opportunity to play suffers. Emotional stability depends on
freedom to play. Feeling good about relationships is achieved in the give-andtake of play. The child’s creativity is put into motion. The ability to handle
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problems, to initiate projects, and to carry them through is learned in selfgenerated play during these early years. The child who is denied this early play
is apt to carry unfinished personal development into the first grade. Play is
much more than learning how to initiate adult roles and activities.
This kind of freedom should not be confused with turning a child loose to
hurt children or exploit equipment. Ruined equipment is of no further use to a
child. The freedom we advocate allows the teacher to enter into relationship
with a group of children in such a way that a culture comes into being – a culture
of warmth and understanding and a justice style of living together.
The Life World concept not only affects the design of the school, it also
disciplines the teacher’s way of presenting a child to herself or himself. I have
found that the process of writing out in detail the documented Life World of a
child is a way of catching a glimpse of the living self in action. It helps me to
relate to the growing self of the child, and it keeps me from asking, “What is he
saying with his actions?” It also prevents me from ignoring the good but timid
child. My attention is called to the mature child and his need for richer
experiences. I realize what the school is doing for each child. It is a potent way
of learning human development and maintaining a commitment to the field of
human development.
When I look as a teacher at the Life World of a child, the hope once more
awakens that every child will become a full-functioning, spirited, loving person.
Once again I search through my resources, methods, and skills to help make this
existence possible.
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Chapter 5

BREAKING OUT OF LIMITATIONS
A person should not be a prisoner of his Life World. Every person needs
the opportunity to break out of limitations that have been placed on her by
others or by herself. This is true of children also. Walking, climbing, and talking
are some of the regular ways a child pushes back the limitations that once
confined her. The mastery of each one of these steps makes possible a whole
new level of living.
Just being able to talk to others opens a world of new possibilities for a
child.
Jacques was a very energetic French boy. When he started
school he could not speak English. The play equipment was very
stimulating to him and he entered into play with a great deal of
vitality. He pushed other children out of the way. When they
cried, he would get very excited and speak French. The boys
started to gang up against him to protect each other. After the
second day of school I was beginning to think that I would have to
learn some French. But on the third day, when he was standing on
the top of the slide, he called, “Get out of the way, I’m coming
down.” The children looked at him. I smiled and nodded. They
understood and got out of the way.
Jacques learned English quickly. In two weeks he was communicating.
He could tell people what he wanted. The children accepted him into their play.
They liked his alive creative way of life.
A new burst of power comes to the child who learns to climb and
discovers that he did it and did not get annihilated.
When Ted started school he was large for his age, and his
walk was more like a waddle. Because of his energetic nature, this
impediment got in his way of getting what he wanted. Bumps and
falls never held him back, but just added to the frustration that
built up inside him like steam.
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One day Ted watches the other children go up to the jungle
gym, walk the plank fastened to it, and then jump off the end. Ted
manages to get up on the jungle gym but needs help on the plank.
I hold his hand while he walks to the end and then jumps. It is
solid weight that hits the ground with a thud, but his face glows
with pride and he immediately goes to do it again. For two days he
climbs and jumps. Eventually the waddle disappears and he can
keep up with any of the boys in school.
The pre-school teacher who believes that a child needs the opportunity to
break through the limits that hold him back has a method of teaching that allows
this to happen. She does not look upon learning as so many skills to be taught.
Her goal is achievement supported by confidence. She provides the opportunity
with all of the lures possible and allows the child the privilege of discovery,
helping when needed and celebrating the achievement when it is appropriate.
There are many restrictions that freeze a child in a limited level of
existence. The following are some experiences that illustrate that children can
break through the limitations that hold them back.
PHONY IDENTITY
Neal is bright and physically attractive, but he cannot relate
to others. Some mornings he will make a grand entrance
pretending that he is Batman or some other TV character and
talking in a rough, commanding way. He is secure only when he is
in control and the center of the school. As Batman he will get some
subservient child to be his Robin and then relate to the other
children as if they were the bad guys.
One morning he is bothering other children by telling them
that they are the bad guys. Wesley is getting upset.
Mrs. S: “Neal, did you ask Wesley if he wanted to play
Batman?
Wesley: “I’m not a bad guy and I don’t want to be.”
Mrs. S: “Wesley, you don’t want to play the bad guy and
you don’t like having Neal say that you are one.
Neal, Wesley doesn’t like to play bad guys.”
Neal: “But Mrs. Snyder, you can’t be Batman and not have
power over someone.”
Mrs. S: “If you can play Batman and not make anyone
unhappy, it is all right. Otherwise you will have to
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think up something else to play that does not make
people unhappy.”
Violence had seemed right to Neal when he watched it on TV. His
feelings responded to the role. Cruelty and torture became right when he was
the good one getting the bad guys. The bad guys were those whom he could not
control or the ones who appeared weak. The help Neal seemed to need at this
point from the teacher was help in recognizing that there are limits to what he
can do. And now he had reached one of them.
Neal was strong as long as he was in control. If something went wrong,
his world collapsed and he fell apart. Then he tried lashing out with words,
especially at adults. We worked on building up his ego strength and voicing the
feelings of other children. Part of the problem was to help the children see that
TV characters are not real.
One day the children are getting ready for juice time.
Wesley: “I’m going to be the Lone Ranger when I grow up.”
Neal: “I’m going to be Superman.”
Duncan: “I’m going to be Batman.”
Mrs. S: “You know those are not real people. They are only
pretend people on TV.”
Scott: “Yes, they are real. I saw them move.”
Mrs. S: “They can’t be real or they would not be allowed to
hurt people the way they do.”
Duncan: “They only hurt the bad guys.”
Mrs. S: “A real policeman is not supposed to hurt anybody,
even if they are bad. He has to arrest them and take
them to jail. Then a judge decides if they have done
something bad. If they have, they are put in prison.”
Neal: “I’m going to be an astronaut. They are real.”
By this time these characters were not so important to the children so they
were able to accept this interpretation.
In the later winter, Neal took on the role of Gigantor. But this time he was
a Gigantor who helped people. When the children pretended to be stranded in
the snow, Gigantor went to their rescue. Later he became just Neal whom the
children called for help in their play.
Neal is a leader. He moved from the need to control others by exerting
power over them to finding that it was more satisfying to be a power with
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people. He found a more real leadership identity which included concern for
others.
THE WORLD AS OBSTACLE
Ted is a boy who blows up with anger very fast and it blocks
his rational behavior. Any person who gets in his way is an
obstacle that he has to fight. Leo is a boy full of hostility. He enjoys
hurting others. Ted and Leo had been fighting with each other
from the beginning of school. But the following incident occurred
and brought about new roles and a caring relationship.
Ted is playing in the sandbox as I sit on the edge of the box
talking with him. Leo is riding a tricycle around the sidewalk. He
accidentally tips over going around a curve, takes a hard fall and
starts to cry.
Mrs. S: “Leo has hurt himself.”
(I start to go to help him)
Ted: “I will help him, Mrs. Snyder.”
(He gets there first) “Leo, don’t cry. I will help you.”
Ted bends down and hugs him tenderly. He gets Leo on his
feet, still hugging him. Then he picks up the trike. This seems to be
very soothing to Leo. He gets on the tricycle and rides off.
It seems to me that Ted feels good about what he’s done and
that any comment from me will detract from the experience. We go
back to the sandbox, but soon Leo is on the ground again near us,
pretending to cry.
Ted: “I will help Leo.”
He steps out of the sandbox and goes through the same
procedure. Evidently, this is very meaningful to Leo. They
continue this play; it becomes a game. Then Ted gets a trike; and
he falls off and cries. Leo takes care of him in the same way. This
game goes on for the rest of the week. Soon it becomes more than a
game between Ted and Leo; whenever a child cries Ted or Leo are
there to help.
These two boys had great potential. Each had been held down by
unresolved internal pressures that got in the way of productive play. They had
been playing together with a great deal of friction because they were both
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powerful and attracted to each other. This episode brought about a big change
between these boys. Leo was hurt and I started to help him, but Ted heard my
concern. Because he liked me, he took on my attitude. He felt good when he
helped Leo, and Leo was experiencing Ted as someone who cared for him. They
found each other as playmates. When Ted was able to symbolize his anger, he
could start to control it. Leo moved from a Life World filled with enemies that
caused deep hatred and resentment into one in which he could let himself love.
TRAPPED BY MINUTE CONTROL
Gene has been weakened by having his parents do
everything for him, and he resents it very much. His father usually
brings him to school. Taking off Gene’s snowsuit is a ritual that has
to be done every day in an orderly way. Gene submits to this ritual
while his father does it, but when his father sees how much faster
the other children get into school, he tries to get Gene to take over
the ritual. However, Gene is not allowed to take off his snowshoes
the way he wants. He has to start on the left shoe first, open the
strings in a certain way, spread them apart, pull the shoe open, and
then take out his foot.
One morning after getting one shoe off, Gene throws the
shoe to the front of his locker. This upsets his father very much.
Father: “Gene, pick up that shoe.”
Gene pays no attention as he sits next to me, taking off the
other shoe. The command is repeated several times, with the same
results. Finally, the father turns to me,
Father: “Gene is to pick up that shoe before he goes into
school.”
I nod my head, and the father leaves.
Mrs. S: “It is sort of hard to have people tell you what to do
all the time, isn’t it?”
Gene: “Yes.”
Gene walks over, picks up his shoes, and puts them in the
locker. The interesting thing is that this is the first morning that
Gene is able to urinate when it is toilet time.
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Gene’s dilemma was his pent-up resentment over such minute control.
His father is an attractive, kind, professional man. How does one break through
this kind of control that comes under the guise of evident love? My recognition
of Gene’s inner state gave him a way out of this trap.
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“THE WORLD IS TOO MUCH FOR ME”
Because he felt that the world is more than he could handle,
Ivan withdrew from it. It takes a long time to get him free enough
to play with the toys he wanted. During the process, he goes
through a period when he wants to be very close to the adults of
the school. He comes up to us from behind and clings to our
shoulders. We squeeze him tight and put him down in the midst of
play. One of the student teachers helps him a great deal one
morning:
Ivan is building with blocks on the floor and the student is
sitting near him. Ivan comes over and crawls up on the student’s
shoulders. The student leaves him there for a while, then says to
him, “When you can be close to someone, you feel more loved?”
The student squeezes him hard and puts him down.
After this Ivan seems to like to play on his own with other
children. He likes to wrestle when we are outside, and we try to
reinforce his strong feelings. Ivan begins to feel new strength and
warmth. One day he looks out the window.
Ivan: “See, there is a monster out there, Mrs. Snyder.”
I am disappointed to hear this because we thought his fears
had disappeared.
Mrs. S:
Ivan:
Mrs. S:
Ivan:
Mrs. S:

“A monster out there, Ivan?”
“A monster and his head is off.”
“A monster without a head?”
“A not very good monster without his head.”
“A monster can’t be much of a monster without his
head?”
Ivan: “No, I got him.”
Mrs. S: “You got that old monster out there?”
Ivan: “Yes.”
The breakthrough is beginning for Ivan. He is a gifted boy with a great
deal of creative ability, but it had become paralyzed in a body filled with fear.
His energies did not dare come out. He has moved from withdrawal to taking
charge of his world.
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REACHING INTO EXUBERANCE
Sometimes a teacher’s lack of perception can prevent a child from
breaking through limitations.
When she started school, Linda was a very proper little girl
with a great deal of ability. She liked pre-school and was enjoying
her new freedom and fun. Then she went on a two-week vacation
in November.
On the day she comes back it is raining, so we have to stay
inside all morning. We get out the Tinker Toys near the end of the
morning. This is the first time we have used them. Leo, Dean,
Margery, Gerry and Jay are building at the end of the room, where
I am. They are making an elaborate and fragile lollipop machine. I
am glad this group of children is having a good experience playing
together, and I want it to succeed. Linda comes up in back of me,
grabs me around the neck, and tries to spill me.
Mrs. S: “Linda, you want to play, but I am busy.”
Linda goes to the other end of the room and does the same
thing to a student teacher, but the student teacher does not
understand her either. Linda comes back to our area and grabs
part of the lollipop factory.
Mrs. S: “Linda, that is part of the factory we are building.
See, we are making lollipops. Give it to me, please?”
She throws it and grabs another piece. I pick her up and put
her on the block cupboard next to us.
Mrs. S: “Linda, I can’t let you break our factory.”
Linda: (A few moments later) “I won’t break it any more.”
Mrs. S: “All right, you may get down then.”
This little girl was trying to free herself from being such a proper little girl.
My preoccupation with the others and lack of perception threw a block in
Linda’s way. It would have helped if I had perceived her as a little girl who had
played this way in the school yard before she was absent and was now trying to
re-establish physical contact in play relationship as she had remembered it. She
wanted the intimacy she remembered from before. She was saying, “See, I am
here.”

88

Breaking the lollipop machine was not her primary intention. She was
contacting me vigorously, not cautiously as she had done before. This was a new
dimension in her life. A good reply to her at the beginning of the episode would
have been, “It would be fun to wrestle like we did outside before you went to
visit your grandmother. I’m glad you are back again. Right now I’m building
this lollipop machine with these people.” This would have given her a clue that I
understood and valued her. Probably the rest of the incident would not have
happened. She would not have needed to break the lollipop machine to make
me see her. A teacher’s lack of perception can get in the way of a child who is
trying to find a new level of living.
COMPULSIVE DRIVE TO ORGANIZE A LIFE WORLD
Sometimes overwhelming events happen to a child and cause a secure life
world to become fragile.
Trudy’s Life World falls apart when her family has to live in
a hotel for four months while their new house is being finished. I
can understand what she is doing when she gathers up all the play
dough each morning and does not want others to play with it. She
is struggling to establish her Life World once more.
I make larger amounts of play dough so there will be plenty
for everyone, but she wants all of it. It is difficult to be
understanding and at the same time to prevent her from solving
problems in the wrong way.
Mrs. S: “Trudy, it feels good to have all the play dough. You
may have it all until someone wants some.”
But when another child asks for some, she will not share it.
Mrs. S: “Trudy, it feels so good to play with all the play
dough! John, you want some play dough too, so you
can make things?”
It is still too difficult for her to share.
Mrs. S: “Trudy, you like having it all very much. But I’m
going to take some now so John can play too.”
This she accepts.
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Two significant episodes happen as Trudy is working through her
difficulty.
One morning in January many of the children have arrived
and are taking off their coats in the locker room. The children in
the car pool arrive with much excitement. Trudy comes in bringing
a new pink set of housekeeping equipment – vacuum cleaner,
broom, dust pan, and dust mop.
Trudy: “These are mine and I’m not going to let anyone use
them.”
Mrs. S: “Oh Trudy, new and pink. And you got them for
your birthday.”
Trudy: “Yes, and I’m not going to let anyone use them.”
By this time all of the children were trying to get them. I was
sitting on the bench, so I pick up Trudy with the toys and put her
on my lap.
Lee: “Mrs. Snyder, I don’t know what to do about girls.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t know how to get things you want from
girls, Lee?”
Lee: “No.”
Mrs. S: “Trudy is afraid that you will break her new
playthings. She got them for her birthday.”
Lee: “I won’t break them, Trudy.”
Bob: “I won’t break them.”
(The girls say the same thing and start to take them.)
Trudy: “They can’t have them.”
Mrs. S: “Trudy is having a hard time thinking about letting
anybody play with her things. Wait a minute.”
Trudy: “I won’t let them have them. They are only for me to
play with.”
Mrs. S: “Trudy, if you bring them inside, you need to share
them. If you don’t want to share them, then you may
leave them in your locker.”
(The children start to take them again)
Mrs. S: “Just a minute. Trudy has not decided whether she
is going to take them inside.”
Trudy: “I will let the girls play with them, but not the boys.”
Mrs. S: “You feel that the girls will take good care of them
but not the boys.”
Trudy: “Yes, but not the boys.”
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Mrs. S: “The boys said they would take good care of them
too, and if they don’t, we will not let them play with
them.”
(She thinks a little longer)
“Why don’t you choose the one you want to play
with and let the others take turns with the rest.”
Trudy: “I will play with this.”
She keeps the vacuum cleaner and hands me the other
things. I give the children short turns with them and they are very
careful. After a while, Trudy trades the vacuum cleaner for the
broom and dustpan so all of the children have turns with it also.
After the children seem satisfied, I gather up her housekeeping set.
Mrs. S: “Trudy, everybody enjoyed playing with your
housekeeping set very much. Do you want me to put
it in your locker now?”
Trudy: “Yes.”
This was a real sharing experience for Trudy, not the phony forced
sharing that occurs when a teacher or parent makes a child share against his or
her will. Here, Trudy could have refused to share without feeling guilty and
could have put her toys in her locker for safe keeping.
The initial barrier to sharing was her fear that her toys might be damaged.
Once we took this fear seriously and helped her see that both teacher and the
other children would see that they were protected, she was able to share with
them.
If she had continued then to insist that only certain special friends or girls
could play with them, she would clearly have been trying to use the toys to
manipulate and possibly hurt other children, to buy friends and to hurt those she
excluded. When a toy is so used, it is no longer a tool for growth shared by all.
It has become a symbol of power and a way of controlling others. Those not
permitted to play are forced to deal with feelings of rejection, jealousy, and
anger. Conflict, mistrust, rivalries and aggression ensue. This creates a climate
in which learning to share becomes impossible.
If a teacher agrees to prejudicial use of toys, the caring atmosphere of the
school is destroyed. The teacher who allows a child to do whatever he or she
wishes, is in reality saying, “I do not care about the feelings of those who are
excluded.” In this situation, I think that I managed to say, “I care for you, your
property, and for everybody in the school. I will work to help us find a way to
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share your toys safely, and to benefit from their use.” When such a venture
works, it becomes the basis of a sharing life-style. Trudy also picked up some
fears while living in the motel. They became symbolized ghosts.
One morning, Trudy is painting at the easel. She tells me
that she is going to paint all over the paper, and that she is going to
paint a long time. After a while she tells me she is done and asks
me to put her name on it. The picture had a small yellow object in
the middle with heavy blue all around it. I start to put her name on
it in yellow paint over the blue at the top.
Trudy: “I want my name in blue, Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S: “I didn’t think that blue would show on blue,
Trudy.”
Trudy: “Make it blue, make it blue.”
Mrs. S: “All right. But I am not sure that it will show.”
(I print her name in blue)
“It does show, Trudy.”
Trudy: (Pointing to the yellow part) “This is a ghost.”
Mrs. S: “The yellow part is a ghost?”
Trudy: “Yes, an old scary ghost.”
Mrs. S: “And the blue part.”
Trudy: “The blue part is doing away with the ghost.”
Mrs. S: “Getting the best of that old scary ghost.”
Trudy: “Yes, knocking down the ghost.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t want that old scary ghost bothering you
anymore, so you are knocking him down.”
Trudy: “Yes.”
She put her finger in the blue of the picture and streaked the
blue over the ghost with strong motions.
After I understood her picture, it was evident why she wanted her name
in blue. These two episodes happened during the same week. After this, life
seemed easier for Trudy. The houses that she built in the housekeeping corner,
using chairs for walls became bigger and she could allow more children into
them.
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INNER PANIC
When Sonia started school at three-and-a-half years of age,
she was physically well developed. Her doctor wanted her to wear
special shoes both day and night to correct her arches. Her speech
was slurred at first, and she made up words when she did not have
words to get the relationship she wanted. On the first day of
school, to my surprise, she let out a terrific noise whenever
something happened that she did not like. She continually called
me in a demanding tone.
On the second day of school I discover that she will not step
on the grass. She is on the sidewalk and I am on the grass.
Sonia: “Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S: “You want something, Sonia?”
Sonia: (In a demanding way) “Yes, come here.”
Mrs. S: “Come over here, Sonia.”
Sonia: “No, you come over here.”
(She seems to be afraid even of the idea of getting on
the grass)
Mrs. S: Sonia, it is all right for you to step on this grass. The
grass is to play on here at school. You may step on
it.”
Sonia: “No.”
Mrs. S: “There is something about the grass that you don’t
like?”
Sonia: “Yes.”
She stomps one foot on the grass as if to kill something. I
repeat the same gesture with my right foot. She does it again and
so do I. Then I try it with my left foot. She does the same. Then I
jump on the grass with two feet, but she turns and leaves. I realize
that I am trying too hard to get her on the grass, and I will have to
wait until she is ready to do it herself.
The next day Sonia is very alive. She is busy from the time
that she walks in. Her speech is more direct and her walk is also.
Outside she stays on the sidewalk calling for me, “Come here.” I
go as often as I can.
A few days later she is playing with a student teacher in the
school yard.
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Sonia: “Go to the store.”
(She points to the window of the house next door
across the grass.)
ST:
“You want me to go to the store? Do you want to go
to the store with me?
Sonia: “No, you go alone.”
Winston: “I’ll go to the store with you, Sonia.”
Sonia: “No.”
After this incident the staff decides not to try to get her to go
on the grass until she offers to make the first move herself. The fear
is deeper than we thought.
We wait almost a month for her to get ready. Then one day
she goes to a student teacher and takes her hand. The student had
played with her on the days when she was in school.
Sonia: “I want to go to bed.”
ST:
“Where, Sonia?”
(Sonia starts across the grass toward the trailer, but
stops in the middle of the yard. It seems that she
realized all of a sudden that she is on the grass.)
ST:
“You want to take me to the trailer to go to bed?”
(Sonia starts again. When they get there she wants to
walk up the ramp.)
ST:
“Your shoes are the slippery kind, Sonia. I will help
you.”
Sonia: “Now lie down.”
They play and Sonia is very happy. Later that day her
mother comes for her and lifts her down from the trailer, and they
walk across the grass together.
On the next day she does not go on the grass and we do not
try to get her to do so. On the following day she takes my hand
and takes me to the trailer, but it takes two more weeks before she
is free to go to on the grass by herself.
One day she is running and having fun on the sidewalk with
Mrs. Alexander, the other teacher, and some of the children. They
are throwing leaves at each other. Sonia is radiantly happy. Near
the end of the morning Mrs. Alexander and I are standing on the
grass talking. Sonia comes and joins us.
Sonia: “Mrs. Snyder, I am on the grass.”
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Mrs. S: “Sonia, you are on the grass. Mrs. Alexander is on
the grass. I am on the grass.”
Sonia: (In a very loud voice, stamping her foot) “Pow!”
Mrs. S: “Pow!”
Sonia: (Louder) “Pow.”
Mrs. S: (Trying to match her intensity) “Pow!”
Sonia: (She holds her hands up high. Her whole body
shakes.) “Pow!”
Mrs. S: (As loud as I can say it) “Pow!”
Sonia: (She shakes and twists) Pow!!”
We stand for a while, then I leave to put away the tricycles.
Sonia: “Mrs. Snyder, come back on the grass.”
After this, Sonia moved freely on the grass. In three months she had
shattered not just one limit, but several. Hers was a dramatic story. We were
careful not to work directly on her panic about grass. We knew that the healing
of the whole child was necessary and that she would handle this herself when
she felt ready, and the needed relationship was available. She has a great deal of
ability and drive. Her world will have to be a big one to use all the energy that is
stored in her one body.
FREEDOM FROM ANGER
Sometimes it takes a long time for a child to come through. Grant was a
very interesting boy and we are going to follow him through a series of episodes.
Grant enters school in December. He is a physically
developed and attractive four-and-a-half year old. When I visited
him in his home before he started school, he did not talk much. A
very energetic younger brother kept coming between us when I
tried to tell Grant about our school. Both his father and mother
said that Grant was shy.
During the first two weeks of school, Grant does very little
playing. He sits beside me or follows me around the school. I
notice that he is watching the other children a great deal.
Gradually he starts to play, but he will pretend he is a fierce
animal – a lion, tiger or bear – using his hands like claws to go after
the faces of other children. This disrupts their play.
One day, Jay, Gloria, Bess and Jerry are playing family in the
housekeeping corner. I hear Jay tell Grant to go away because
Grant is bothering them. Then Jay calls to me.
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Jay:

“Mrs. Snyder, Grant is bothering me.”
(I go to help them.)
Mrs. S: “Jay, you people were playing house and having fun.
Grant, you want to play too. But when you play like
a tiger and start clawing, it messes up their play.”
Grant withdraws from the group and stands around
watching. Pretty soon he is bothering some other children. He
follows this pattern most of the time, not hitting but clawing close
to the face.
Russ, Dick and Steve are busy playing fireman on top of the
jungle house. Grant enters the play.
Steve: “We don’t want you here.”
Mrs. S: “Steve, you were having fun being fireman and don’t
like the way Grant is playing? But the jungle house is
for everybody.”
Grant: “I’m a tiger fireman.”
Mrs. S: “Grant, you want to be a fireman, but a fierce animal
fireman spoils the play.”
(He leaves the play.)
About this same time he starts to follow children and grab
them from the back.
Mrs. S: “Grant, you would like to play with Jay, but he
doesn’t like it when you grab him like that.”
Nonetheless, Grant continues to grab like this from time to
time.
One morning Grant finds the doll family on top of the green
box where others had left it. He starts to play with the dolls. First
he has the father and mother kiss each other.
Mrs. S: “They like each other.”
Grant: “Yes.”
Then he puts the baby in the mother’s arms.
Mrs. S: “The mother is holding the baby?”
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He stands up on the box and the mother throws the baby all
the way down to the floor.
Mrs. S: “The mother must not like the baby to hurt it so.”
We are interrupted, so I cannot help him further.
The animal play with other children goes on for weeks.
When I enter the play he stops playing and withdraws from all
play for a while. He keeps changing the animals he imitates.
The pictures that he draws at the table are interesting and
puzzling. He especially likes to draw on the days we have out
crayons or markers. He tells Mrs. Huffman, the other teacher about
one.

Mrs. H: “That is an interesting picture, Grant.”
Grant: “It’s the rising sun over grass as someone watches.”
We interpret this to mean he is outside the exciting world of preschool looking on. Then he starts a series of animal pictures that
continue for two months.

Grant: “This is a river.”
(Straight lines in middle)
ST:
“A river, Grant?”
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Grant: “And here’s a snake.”
(Wiggly line on left side)
ST:
“A snake?”
Grant: “And here’s a boy.”
(Curved line on the right side)
ST
“The boy is on the other side of the water from the
snake?”
Grant: “Yes, the snake can’t get the boy across the water.”
ST:
“Can’t get the boy.”
Grant: “But the boy has to go across the water to get the
snake.”
(He draws footsteps across the water.)
ST:
“Now the boy is across the water by the snake.”
Grant: “And here comes a big bear!”
(Footprints on top of page)
ST:
“Oh, there’s a bear?”
Grant: “Yes, he’s going to eat the two boys.”
(He calls the boy and snake two boys)
ST:
“The bear is after the boys?”
Grant: “Yes, here is a net to snag the bear. It will catch him.”
(He uses pink and draws over the bear)
ST:
“The pink net will catch the bear?”
Grant: “Yes, it will go all over him and he can’t get out.”
(Then he draws a big X over the whole picture)
“Put my name on it.”
On February 4 he draws another picture. Mrs. Huffman is
sitting close by.

Grant: “This is a snake.”
(Curved line in the middle)
Mrs. H: “A snake, Grant?”
Grant: “He has two things in his mouth.”
Mrs. H: “Two things?”
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Grant: “Yes, here’s the sun.”
(The mark in the upper right)
“It’s going to melt away.”
Mrs. H: “The sun is going to melt it all away?”
Grant: “Yes, but here’s a bird.”
(The mark in the upper left)
“It’s going to fly to the sun.”
Mrs. H: “Oh, the bird will fly away to the sun?”
Grant: “Then there’s a big noise.”
(He draws a large circle around the picture)
“They don’t know what it is. But it’s a big bear.”
Mrs. H: “A big bear, Grant?”
Grant: “And here is the bear’s mouth.”
(Red mouth)
“He’s smiling.”
Mrs. H: “Oh, the bear is smiling?”
Grant: “Yes, when he smiles his teeth show.”
Mrs. H: “The bear has teeth?”
Grant: “Yes, and he’s going to eat them.”
He hands Mrs Huffman the crayon and tells her to put his
name on it.
We think Grant does not know how to play with toys, so we
take every opportunity to play with him. But he does not seem
interested. We do not seem to be making any progress with
helping him. Mondays are especially difficult.
One Monday as I watch him I realize that he seems to be
enjoying breaking up others’ play. The fierce animals are a guise to
do what he wants to do. I had been misunderstanding him when I
said, “You want to play”. He wants to hurt back the world. The
animals are his way of getting sanctions for doing things he does
not dare do as Grant.
He is especially disruptive to the family play. Evidently,
since he cannot find a satisfactory role in his own family, he cannot
allow himself to take a role in the children’s family play. He is
trying to break it up. So I decide to name what he is trying to do.
Jay: “Mrs. Snyder, Grant won’t stop.”
Mrs. S: “Grant, I believe you are trying to break up their
play. Sometimes you wish you could be a lion and
claw and hurt people.
Grant: “Yes.”
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That morning Dexter has brought Oscar, a hand puppet, to
school. The children like it very much and it is passed from child to
child. Finally Grant gets it and immediately starts to use it in an
aggressive way toward other children.
Grant: (Snapping at their faces) “I’m a cookie monster.”
Mrs. S: “Grant, if you want to play mean, I will play with
you.”
(We go to a corner where we can be alone. I
encourage his rough play of snapping at my face.)
“Boy, are you a rough Oscar!”
“Wow!”
(After a while.)
“I’ll have to figure out what to do about such a rough
Oscar.”
(He drops the puppet on the floor and walks away.)
Grant: “I’m done, Mrs. Snyder.”
For the rest of the week and for another week he seems to
get along better. I begin to think that he has made it.
Around this time he makes another interesting picture.

Grant: “These are roads.”
(Curved and overlapping lines of various colors.)
“They’re all mixed up roads.”
(He makes a vertical line down the right side of the
paper with a circle at bottom and a bump at top.)
“It’s a one-wheeled bicycle.”
Mrs. H: “A tall one-wheeled bicycle?”
Grant: “A tall one-wheeled bicycle.”
Mrs. H: “Someone is riding the one-wheeled bicycle?”
Grant: “Yeah. Here’s his tongue.”
(Horizontal line all the way across the top.)
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“He’s sticking it out.”
Mrs. H: “The man is riding the one-wheeled bicycle and he
is sticking his tongue out?”
Grant: “Yeah, he’s sticking his tongue out.”
(He adds some red to the middle part.)
“Here’s a road and he drives on it. Brr, brr!”
Mrs. H: “And this brown part?”
Grant: “It’s roads too. Black, brown, all roads. Green too.”
Mrs. H: “And the yellow?”
Grant: “Yeah.”
(He gives her a crayon and tells her to put his name on it.)
On the following Monday he comes in announcing that he is
Spiderman. He uses his hands like claws to spread webs over other
children as they play. This too was disruptive.
Mrs. S: (Hoping to enable him to play.) “Grant, you like
being Spiderman, but can you be a Spiderman that
plays so it will be fun for everybody?”
This seems to be more than he can do.
Mrs. S: “Grant, when you play Spiderman it just causes us
too much trouble. Wait until we go outside to be
Spiderman.”
(The other children have been playing Superman and
other TV characters outside. I thought he could fit
into this play.)
To my surprise, he accepts this suggestion, then forgets to
ask to be Spiderman outside.
Inside on the next day, he is not as aggressive. Jay and Myles
are building a city using wooden blocks. They are talking a lot
while doing it. Grant edges in and puts his hands on some of the
blocks.
Jay: “Grant, get out!”
Mrs. S: “Jay, that is such a nice city you have. Grant, you
like Jay’s city and you would like to build a
skyscraper too?”
Jay: “He can have these. But he is not to touch these. He
can build there.
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Mrs. S: “It’s all right for Grant to use these for his skyscraper,
but you don’t want him to bother your buildings?”
They play together for a while. Then Jay and Myles leave to
play something else. In a short time Grant knocks down the whole
city.
Mrs. S: “Grant, Jay and Myles left, and now it is fun to knock
it all down.”
Grant: “Yes.”
On February 25 he draws another interesting picture. Mrs.
Huffman is sitting at the table also drawing.

Grant: “Look at mine.”
Mrs. H: “Yes, Grant you are making a picture too.”
Grant: “It’s water.”
(Lines at the bottom left)
Mrs. H: “Oh, water?”
Grant: “And a whale.”
(Triangle on the left)
Mrs. H: “A whale?”
Grant: “Yes, he lives in the water. And a worm. (Diagonal
lines at right) He lives in the water too. He’s going to
eat the whale.”
Mrs. H: “Oh, the worm is going to eat the whale?”
Grant: “Yes, he’s going to eat him all up. And another
worm. (Diagonal lines in center) He’s just jumping.”
Mrs. H: “He’s not eating the whale?”
Grant: “No, he’s just jumping. And he jumps in a cocoon.
And he’ll come out and be a butterfly and fly all
around. He needs wings.
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Mrs. H: “You’re going to make the butterfly some wings?”
(He pulls the picture back and draws another part.)
Mrs. H: “You made some wings for the butterfly?”
Grant: “No, it’s his head.”
(Circle in upper right)
Mrs. H: “Oh, his head.”
Grant: “He’s poking it out and he sees all the people.”
(He looks around the school.)
Mrs. H: “He sees the people in the pre-school.”
Grant: “And he hears them.”
Mrs. H: “He knows the people too.”
Grant: “He hears them and he says what they say.”
Mrs. H: “The butterfly says the same things the people say.”
Grant: “Then he pulls his head inside.”
Mrs. H: “He pulls his head back inside, but someday he’ll
come out of the cocoon and then he can fly.”
Grant: “Yes. Put my name on it.”
(Mrs. Huffman puts his name on it. He also asks her
to put his last name on it.)
The picture makes us think that Grant is about ready to
make it. Then one day after rest period, Grant comes into the room
and starts putting on his coat.
Grant: “I’m going to be Spiderman outside.”
(I am disappointed to hear this.)
“I’m going to be Spiderman.”
Mrs. S: “There is something about Spiderman you like.”
Grant: “Yes, he hurts people.”
Mrs. S: “Sometimes you would like to hurt people.”
Grant: “Yes, like Spiderman.”
Mrs. S: “When you feel mean on the inside, you would like
to hurt people?”
Grant: “No! When I feel mean on the outside.”
(He holds up his claws. I feel that he has a new
softness in his face and body.)
With this Grant goes out the door into the yard. I decide to
follow him and see if I can help him be a Spiderman that children
can tolerate. Jay, Tilly, Dick and Bess are playing Superman, each
child becoming a different character. They are pushing each other
in a vigorous but playful way. Grant joins the play, but he gets too
pushy with Dick.
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Mrs. S: “Dick, tell Grant to stop when he gets too rough.
And you will stop, won’t you Grant, when he tells
you?”
He does stop when they tell him. I stay close to say it
whenever he gets too rough. All of them are enjoying the game.
After about five minutes of good play, Bess pushes Grant too hard
and knock him down. I go to him. He clings hard to me around
the legs. I get down and hug him.
Mrs. S: “They got too rough, Grant?”
(He starts to cry, big tears roll down his cheeks. This
is the first time I have seen him cry. I hug him tight.
He sobs very hard, as if it is coming from deep inside
him. He puts his head on my shoulder and seems to
rest it in a heavy way.)
“They wouldn’t stop and you couldn’t say ‘stop’?”
Grant: “I said stop.”
Mrs. S: “When people get too rough it hurts a lot, doesn’t it,
Grant?”
Grant: “I said ‘stop’ but they wouldn’t stop.”
(His sobbing is easing.)
Mrs. S: “Grant, when you tell them to stop, you have to say
it very loud so they are sure to hear you.”
Before in his anger, there was no one he felt he could tell his
pain or anger to. In his sobbing he opens himself to me and finds
there is a world that cares for him. He is able to let go of his old
world and has some feeling that he can live in the new world.
This seems to mark the end of Grant’s angry self. It has
taken five long months of agonizing experiences to help Grant like
himself, to want to be in relationship, and to begin to care for the
children in the school.
One day the children are in the bathroom at toilet time.
Ryan: (Putting his head close to Grant’s) “Grant has a new
face.”
Mrs. S: “Yes, now Grant knows how to play and have fun.”
(Grant is pleased.)
Tilly: “I like him now.”
Bess: “We all like him now.”
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We wished that the year could have been longer so that his
new identity could have had a longer chance to get established.
LIVING SPACE FOR CHILDREN
Breaking out of limitations is an important part of our theory. The
limitations we are concerned with are those that prevent a child from being in
relationship. Of course all pre-schools need limits. A child should not be
allowed to hurt another child or break equipment. In this chapter we are talking
mainly about internal limitations that prevent a child from developing a healthy
Life World.
Many children of pre-school age need help and a warm environment to
free themselves from restrictions that prevent them from functioning fully. Preschool is the step between the home and the task-centered school. It is not an
extension of the home; it is the children’s world. Each child ought to be free to
organize a world from the new possibilities that are there, so that he or she can
walk into the world ahead with big strides.
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Part II

FUNCTIONS OF THE TEACHER AS
SIGNIFICANT ADULT
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Chapter 6

ENABLING THROUGH THE
UNDERSTANDING MODE OF CONVERSATION
Understanding is more than listening; it includes valuing, excellence of
expression, and two-way communication. Understanding is not just a “method”
to be used as a gimmick or to conduct “therapy”. Understanding is a means of
developing humanness.
In the midst of all the play and aliveness in the pre-school, the teacher
spends a great deal of time explaining things. But the best way to help a child
with his or her personal growth is by understanding.
Understanding communicates to your child that “I care for you; what you
say and feel is important”. Understanding is hearing not only the words of a
child, but also hearing the struggling, growing self. It is hearing the whole of the
child and not just the emotional outbreak. The teacher stands with the child in
her life situation until the child feels the teacher is in relationship with her as she
is. The child comes to feel that she is known even as she knows herself. At the
same time she senses that she will not be rejected, that the teacher will stay in
relationship with her.
The goal of understanding is more than relationship. The goal is to
empower the child to understand himself and do it on his own. As children
learn to comprehend themselves, they become experienced in understanding
others.
Understanding is good for all children – the timid child, the regressed
child, the tense child, the child filled with hostility, the healthy child.
We use four forms of understanding in the school:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Understanding verbal content
Hearing and helping child clarify feelings
Understanding the child’s existence situation
Reconstructing an episode with feelings and intentions

A pre-school teacher needs to be so skilled in all four of these forms that they
become spontaneous.
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UNDERSTANDING VERBAL CONTENT
A child comes alive when you respond in such a way as to let her know
you understand what he has said. The secret of this kind of conversation with a
child is to listen in such a way that you catch the most important thing to her in
her communication. This might be thought of as locating her peak of
significance, from which further conversation will come. You put this into fresh
language to give her a fuller grasp of it. The child feels, “Yes, the teacher got
what I meant,” and she continues developing her story. She leads the
conversation, creating as she talks.
Here is a conversation with a three-year-old boy one morning in the coat
room.
Ron: “Guess what, Mrs. Snyder! We got kittens.”
Mrs. S: “Kittens, Ron?”
(With enthusiasm)
Ron: “Kittens! And they were born on my bed.”
Mrs. S: “Kittens born on your bed!”
Ron: “My mother was just ready to put the mother cat out
so I could go to bed, when one of the kittens was
coming out.”
Mrs. S: “So the mother cat had her kittens on your bed!”
Ron: “Yes, the mother cat had her kittens on my bed, and I
had to sleep on another bed.”
Mrs. S: “You gave up your bed for the cats?”
Ron: “You know what? The mother cat picks up the
kittens with her teeth by the fur.”
Mrs. S: “The mother cat can carry the kittens with her teeth!”
Ron: “Yes, and now she put them in my mother’s closet.”
I was helping a three-year-old boy tell his story. It was his story, so I did
not take it away from him. I could have told him all I know about cats, but that
would have taken away his delight. I was entering into his enthusiasm and
intensity about the cats. I was participating in the spirit of the occasion, and this
was communicated by my words and tone of voice. I was not parroting what he
said, I was participating in his delight as well as listening to his story. Because I
understood him, he kept telling me about his cats for the rest of the year. Even as
you understand the verbal content, more than words are understood. You
concentrate on the child’s words so that he can tell you his story.
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Again, understanding is not parroting back what a child has said.
Parroting is repeating words without entering into the child’s thinking and
feeling. It does not communicate the teacher’s aliveness. Catching the essence of
what the child is saying and putting it into fresh words takes real concentration.
The important point is to respond to what the child has said and not to jump
ahead.
Sometimes it is difficult to put what a child is saying into your own words
because the statements are so short. To keep the child talking, the teacher can
use the child’s key words, but not necessarily the complete sentences.
Sometimes incomplete sentences are enough to help the child extend her
thoughts.
Only when the teacher is completely confused about the child’s meaning
is an exact repetition of his words appropriate. In such a situation, to prevent
distortion or misinterpretation the teacher should stick to the child’s words,
hoping the child will try again. What the child is feeling and doing has to be
symbolized, and this can best be done by using some fresh words which show
that you too are thinking.
Understanding does not mean that at other times the teacher cannot
express her own ideas and feelings. To carry on ordinary conversation two
people need to reveal their own feelings as well as help each other develop their
story.
Verbal content understanding is only the first step toward understanding.
HEARING AND HELPING A CHILD CLARIFY FEELINGS
Strong feelings are important. They are the driving force that helps a
person become fully functioning. Everyone has a right to his or her feelings. The
expression of feelings is necessary to prevent them from being fully repressed
and becoming destructive. The value of expressing feelings is to get them up
where they can be processed in such a way that all of the person stays in control
of the growing. Only processed feelings enlarge consciousness.

Deeper Than Verbal Content
Hearing and helping children clarify their feelings is a deeper level of
understanding than catching the verbal content. Sometimes a child’s words do
not communicate the true feelings beneath them.
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On the second day of school, Adeline is longingly watching the
boys play on top of the green box and going down the slide.
Adeline: “I don’t like boys.”
(She seems very interested in what they are doing)
Mrs. S: “You would like to play with them?”
Adeline: “Yes, but I don’t know how.”
So I show her how to climb up on the box and explain to her
how to take turns. She plays with the boys on the slide for the rest
of the period, and a very proper, inhibited little girl moves toward
becoming an adventuresome self.
In Adeline’s case, her words hid her real feelings. How off-base the
teacher would have been if she had responded literally to Adeline’s words and
taken the real issue to be her hatred of masculinity. She would have been
leading Adeline down some strange canyon that had nothing to do with her real
situation. Adeline needed help to put her words into feelings. I was trying to
catch the feelings that were forming the words. She was hesitatingly wanting to
try out a new level of living. When the right words were provided for her to
understand this, she was able to act in a way that greatly enlarged her Life
World. She became a spirited self that could relate to energetic boys, taking on a
big world that had previously contained impossible obstacles.
This understanding is not merely a technique or the use of the right
words. It is a mode of relationship. It cannot be used as a subtle means of
manipulating the child. And it needs to be a response to the child’s immediate
feelings, not to what the adult remembers the child felt at some other time.

Processing – Not Just Expressing
Recently a great deal of emphasis has been placed on helping children
express their feelings. The expression of feelings is important because it prevents
feelings from getting bottled up inside a person, where they fester. However, it
is becoming clear that it matters how this expression is done and for what goal it
is pursued. Expressing feelings is just the first step in a larger process of
reconstructing a positive relationship with others.
A statement of a feeling such as “ouch, you hurt me,” or “I want that” is
often destructively combined with name calling to destroy another’s self-esteem
or with an aggressive attack to cause pain. Children need to learn to
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communicate their feelings effectively without also degrading or hurting the
other person. Expressing negative feelings to control others or to build up an
inaccurate sense of persecution imprisons the self and creates a self-deceptive
inner speech. Expression of feelings as a first step in a process moving toward
restoring a constructive positive relationship is self-liberating and selfactualizing.
Children’s feelings and desires are very complex and occur within a larger
context. Any one request is often made in the context of more important but
unstated requests. Feeling contains a long-term valuing component and a
strategy for building a Life World. If you only catch the emotional outburst you
are not recognizing the total feeling. The self, struggling to carry out the feeling
“I want it”, needs help to stay in positive relationship with others and not to lose
their friendship. Within all feeling is a yearning for productive relationship. In
expressing feelings a child is not merely discharging pent-up emotion, but
striving for meaningful relationships.
On the first day of school, Pat sees Roy playing with a small fire engine.
Roy is busy fastening the hose to the engine, putting out fires, parking the engine
in an imaginary fire station. Pat watches for a few seconds then grabs the fire
engine. Roy tries to pull it away from Pat, but Pat holds tight and starts kicking
Roy. The scuffle develops into a real fight, with both boys crying and pulling.
Mrs. S: (Getting down to put an arm around each so we can
talk) “Wait up.”
Roy: (Still grabbing for it) “It’s mine.”
Pat: (Pulling it farther out of Roy’s reach) “I want it”.
Roy: “He took it.”
Pat: “It’s mine.”
Mrs. S: “Roy, you were playing with the fire engine and Pat
took it away from you?”
(I am trying to get back to the situation from which
the feelings came. Pat still struggles to get away.)
“Pat, you like the fire engine very much. You want to
play with it too?”
(I take the fire engine. Pat still does not want to give
it up, but he stops struggling.)
Pat: “But I want it.”
Mrs. S: “Pat, you do want it. So, Roy, finish your turn. Pat,
then you can play with the fire engine.”
(I give it to Roy. Pat starts to cry again.)
“Roy, I will tell you when your turn is done.”
(Pat continues to cry. It is more like a whine.)
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“Pat, it is hard to wait for your turn, isn’t it?”
(Pat stops crying)
“Pat, you want to fasten the hose onto the fire engine
and squirt out the fire?”
Pat: “Yes, I want it now.”
Mrs. S: “Pat, you want the fire engine very much, but Roy
likes the fire engine very much also. It is going to be
hard for him to give it up when I say it is your turn.”
(After a short time)
“Roy, one more minute, then it will be Pat’s
turn with the fire engine.”
(Roy carries it to Pat.)
The feelings of each boy were expressed and understood. They were not
told that they should not feel the way they did. I helped each of them hear each
other’s feelings in such a way that they could arrive at a dependable strategy of
relationship. They both felt good about themselves after this experience. The
boys started caring for each other. It was the beginning of being good friends.
There are definite steps in a child’s processing of feelings.
Step 1:
The feelings are verbalized by the child and by the
significant adult so that the child understands his or her own feelings.
Step 2:
feelings.

In a social situation the child needs to hear the other child’s

Step 3:
The child works on a solution to the situation and brings it
off, or the adult proposes a solution that the child can try.
The primary goal is not for the teacher to learn about the child. The
important part is that the child comes to understand his own feelings, learns
dependable ways of clarifying them, and solves the problem confronting him. A
child needs to know that he is not alone with feelings that are overwhelming. He
wants someone to hear him and enable him to come through even though it
takes a struggle. He wants to come through as more of a person. The deep
concern of the teacher is to enable a child to function with all that he has.
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Being Understood by a Person Who Has Enabled the
Child to Function
It has been our experience that the understanding has to come from a
person who has previously enabled the child to function. The child then feels
that person is on his side, and he will listen to the person’s understanding,
because it is valued.
On Friday of the first week of school, Mrs. Jones comes for her son
Jack, and says that she is also to take Faye home. Faye becomes frightened
and clings to me.
Mrs. S: “Faye, it bothers you to go home with someone
else?”
Faye: “My mama.”
Mrs. S: “You want your mother to come for you?”
(Faye nods yes.)
“Faye, your mother asked Jack’s mother to bring you
to your house. Your mother is waiting at your house.
Jack’s mother will take you to your house first.”
(Faye goes willingly.)
From previous experiences of understanding, Faye was beginning to hear
me. It was important that I verbalize her feelings. It helped her understand
what was going on inside of her. Then she could listen to my interpretation of
the situation. She could act. She was in charge of her behavior.
This handling of Faye’s situation differs from methods suggested by some
advocates of behavior modification. They recommend not paying attention to a
child who cries and clings, erroneously reasoning that this “undesirable”
behavior will be extinguished and that paying attention to it will encourage it.
Ignoring would have neither stopped her crying nor helped her learn to take
charge of herself. If Faye had not been helped to understand this situation that
caused her intense anxiety, she would not have any increased ability to
independently handle the next frightening situation. Not paying attention to her
would only increase the stress she must cope with. Helping her understand her
fears, and what the situation is really about, enabled her to trust and to take
charge of herself.
The goal of the significant adult in this incident was to help Faye learn
how to work her way through situations and become a self-propelling child
rather than a teacher-directed or mother-directed child. Rather than treating
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Faye as a conglomerate of separate behavior patterns, I treated her as a person
who can learn to integrate her feelings effectively.
We have confidence that there is a thrust toward growth in every child.
And if he or she is treated as a person, each one will indeed grow.
UNDERSTANDING THE CHILD’S EXISTENCE SITUATION
The most productive level of understanding is catching the essence of a
child’s existence situation. This is more than just understanding feelings; it is
understanding the child’s total situation as a person as of that moment. It
includes understanding the growing the child is working on and his or her
struggle to build a desirable world. It also includes what the child and the
external world are doing to each other.

The Growing the Child is Working On
Some children are working on becoming able to initiate activity for
themselves.
Gerry is a very weak and helpless boy when he starts school. Most of his
communication is crying. At first the cry seems to say, “I can’t. Will someone
please help me?” Then the cry changes to, “I want to play too, but I don’t know
how.” One morning in December, Gerry is doing a great deal of whining. He
stands in the middle of the room saying the same things over and over.
Gerry: “I want to paint. I want to paint.”
Mrs. S: “You want to paint, Gerry, and you are having a
hard time getting started.”
Understanding his desire and also what was blocking his action was
enough to bring his confusion into focus. It made it possible for him to gain
control of himself and take the initiative to walk to the easel and start to paint. It
would not have helped to say, “You want to paint, Gerry” or “You are feeling
weak, Gerry.” He knew he wanted to paint but that wasn’t all that he was
feeling at that time. He had no experience in doing things for himself. His
energies were not under his control. His way of meeting his needs in the past
had been to cry, and this had brought immediate help. Previously he did not
recognize that turmoil inside himself and failed to realize that he could take care
of himself.
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Some very disturbed children use their own private symbols when they
are working at growing. Catching the essence of their existence situation helps
the child think with socially understood symbols.
Four-year-old Zach is very weak and confused when he enters school.
One day in February he is looking at a picture of a ship in the transportation
book with a student teacher. A large seagull and two small ones are in the
picture.
Zack:
ST:
Zack:
ST:
Zack:

“The little birds are the good birds.”
“The little ones are good?”
“Yes, but the big one is the bad bird.”
“The big one is the bad one?”
“Yes, but the little ones are going to get the best of the
big one.”
ST:
“The little ones are going to get the best of the bad
one?”
Zack: “That’s my mother.”
(Pointing to the big bird.)
ST:
“The mean one is your mother?”
(The student’s interpretation is too overwhelming.)
Zack: “No.”
(He turns the page quickly.)
Up to the final reply the student teacher was helping Zack work on his
problem, but then her interpretation was too startling. Suddenly he saw too
clearly the Life World he had to deal with and it was too much. It would have
been more useful if the student teacher had said, “Sometimes you feel that your
mother is like that?”. He probably would have been able to continue and then
the student, knowing the mother, could have said, “You would like very much
not to let it bother you when your mother gets so upset?”. This is the existence
situation Zack was working on. The important part is not how he feels, but how
he can handle his mother so that she does not overwhelm him.
One of the growings a child is working on is putting together a Life
World.
On the first day of school we go outside to play. Most of the children
want to ride the tricycles. Since we do not have as many tricycles as there are
children, they have to take turns. When his turn is over and Robin has to give up
the tricycle, he comes to where I am sitting.
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Robin: “You’re a mean lady taking turns away from
children.”
Mrs. S: “You like the trike and didn’t want to get off?”
Robin: “You shouldn’t take it away from me. I’m going to
kick you in the back.”
Mrs. S: “It was hard for you to give up the trike? You
wanted a longer turn.”
Robin: “Yes.”
He stays around as if he wants to come back into relationship, so after a
while:
Mrs. S: “How would you like to play ball?”
Robin: “Do you have a ball? I would like to play ball.”
Robin was hot about having to give up his tricycle. At home, he learned
to express intense feelings. When he knew that I understood, he no longer
needed to kick me. Expressing such anger to an adult could have left him
anxious that he might have cut off relations with me. The fact that I received him
and understood his anger rather than retaliating was very important, but in this
case he needed another action. He needed some free invitation from me to
restore our relationship. If I had said only, “You’re mad at me for taking your
trike away,” it would not have been as helpful to him. My understanding of his
intense desire to ride the tricycle longer made it possible for him to express his
deeper desire for relationship.
The teacher needs to sense the situation of the child – the project he is
trying to bring off – rather than simply respond to the outer manifestations of his
feelings or of his words. Robin’s feeling changed during the conversation. The
teacher needs to be sensitive to the change and respond to it, or she may keep the
child upset and make it harder for him to change.
Understanding the existence situation gets at the deeper struggling self of
a child. This is not easy and may take a long time. Continued trouble is a signal
that there is a disturbance in the basic thrust of the child. Until this can be dealt
with, the teacher will be working on surface manifestations.
The children have stopped playing with Myra. She is an attractive girl
who wants to play with other children, but the way she acts prevents
relationships. She has developed very charming, sophisticated ways of
controlling her younger sister and her mother. She always needs to establish
herself in a domineering role; she has to control the world. Myra does not want
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to be treated like other children. She feels that if you really love her, you will
give her special privileges.
At toilet time one day, there is a line. Two children are waiting and one is
on the toilet. Myra tries to get the corner spot where Matilda is waiting to be
next. When Matilda protests, Myra tries to get in ahead of Rena, who also
protests.
Mrs. S: “Myra, Matilda and Rena have been waiting. You
need to get in line.”
Myra: “I’m going to tell my mother on you.”
(My explanation had not helped, so I decide to show I
understand her and the others.)
Mrs. S: Myra, you were in a hurry to get out to run. Rena
and Matilda, you want to run too. You don’t want
Myra to get ahead of you when you have been
waiting.”
On another morning Jack wants to wash the doll with long hair. I explain
to him that washing the doll’s hair makes it get matted, and that it takes a long
time to get straightened out. He accepts another doll willingly. Myra hears this
and wants to wash the one with the long hair.
Mrs. S: “Myra, yesterday you did wash the dolly with the
long hair. You tried hard not to get the hair wet, but
even so it got wet and all matted up. I had a hard
time trying to fix her hair this morning. Use this doll
instead, please.
(I hand her another, but she runs to her locker.)
Myra: “I’m going to tell my mother you won’t let me play
with anything.”
Mrs. S: “You liked washing her yesterday. But the water
matted her hair, Myra.”
Myra: “My mother lets me wash my dolls.”
Mrs. S: “That is because they belong to you. This one
belongs to the school and I can’t let you do what I
won’t let others do.”
(She seems to understand and no longer feels that she
is being unfairly treated.)
Because of Myra’s persistent attempts to dominate,
the children do not enjoy playing with her. We verbalize
their feelings, hoping that Myra will become sensitive to
them, but her despair prevents her from allowing herself to
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feel for them. The children are only things to her. One day
Myra is absent. At toilet time this conversation takes place.
Mrs. S: “Myra isn’t here today. I hope she isn’t sick.”
Matilda: “I don’t like Myra.”
Rena: “We don’t like her.”
Mrs. S: “Myra did something you don’t like?”
Matilda: “When I went to her house, she wouldn’t let me
play with her things. She hit me.”
Mrs. S: “It isn’t very much fun to go to someone’s house
when she doesn’t let you play with her toys?”
Rena: “She did it to me too.”
Mrs. S: “I am trying to help Myra learn to play so it will be
fun.”
Matilda: “Then we made cookies at her house.”
Mrs. S: “Then that was fun.”
Matilda: “Yes, and we brought some to school.”
Mrs. S: “They were good cookies.”
They seem to feel good about this conversation. I am trying
to help them separate what they do not like from not liking in
general. I want to them to be able to tell her when she offends
them.
When the other children begin to hold their own at play,
Myra feels she is losing out. She can no longer control or dominate
the play, she becomes fragile. When things do not work out, she
runs to her locker where she feels sorry for herself and waits for
someone to come and love her back into being. But it is a being
who cannot accept the fact of others as selves with feelings.
Myra is at the point where her behavior does not help her play with other
children. A child like Myra needs to work through her anxieties about being
abandoned. She is afraid that she will lose out unless she controls the world,
because, as she sees it, that is her only way to get what she needs. She is
demanding that we let her do as she pleases.
With Myra we feel it is important not to confirm and intensify the feeling
that she is about to be abandoned or to give her the feeling that she is
undesirable. The inappropriate behavior should not pay off. We need to be
careful not to turn Myra back on herself but toward relationship. We try to
reinforce her desire to play and build up her ego strength with successful
experiences. Gradually she wants to stay in relationship. Then starts the long
process of helping her stay in relationship.
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One morning I am with some children who are washing the wall in
the bathroom. Myra comes running to me crying.
Mrs. S: “Myra, is something wrong?”
Myra: “Matilda hit me. She won’t let me in the house.”
Mrs. S: “You were playing with her and then she hit you?”
Myra: “I helped build the house and she won’t let me in.”
Mrs. S: “Well, we better go talk to Matilda.”
(We go to her.)
Mrs. S: “Matilda, Myra says you hit her.”
Matilda: “She knocked down my baby and she can’t do
that.”
Mrs. S: “Oh, she knocked down your baby, and you were
telling her hard not to knock down your baby.”
(This makes Myra retreat to the window ledge. I go
to her.)
Mrs. S: “Myra, Matilda didn’t want you to hurt her baby.”
(She puts her hands over her ears.)
“You don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
(I turn to leave, thinking that she wants to think it
over, but when she starts to cry loudly I go back to
her.)
“You wanted me to help you but I haven’t helped
you?”
Myra: “I didn’t knock down Matilda’s baby. I bumped
Matilda and she did.”
Mrs. S: “You didn’t mean to bump Matilda. If you had told
her, Matilda would understand that you did not
mean to do it. Maybe if we tell her now she will
understand.”
(She does not seem to be able to do this.)
Mrs. S: “If you want me to go with you, I will help you.”
(We go to Matilda.)
Mrs. S: “Matilda, Myra said that she bumped you but didn’t
mean to.”
Matilda: “I’m fixing the steps and she can come in the steps.”
(Myra is happy to get in again. Unfortunately she
accidentally knocks down the wall.)
Mrs. S: “Oh, oh, those steps are difficult to get up. We need
to fix the wall again.”
(I helped Matilda rebuild the wall. It does not bother
her when she knows it was an accident.)
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This had been a dark moment for Myra. She had been hit and put out of
the house that she helped build, by the girl she valued most. But she could not
connect this rejection with the cause. Matilda could only strike out when her
baby was violated. I enabled them to talk together until they understood each
other and could come back into relationship. In the process, the two girls became
integrities dealing with each other.
Pre-school is a place where both teacher and the child work on
understanding the growing the child is trying to bring off and the kind of Life
World she is struggling for. Always a child has a project going – a livable world
which she is building with the world around her. Often it is a partially muddled
or mistaken goal; both her intentions and her methods of working have to be
refelt and a better way found. By the process of mutual understanding with
those involved, the child becomes able to affirm a possible world, learns how to
bring it off, and understands what defeats it. Also, the child can celebrate when
she succeeds.
RECONSTRUCTING THE EPISODE WITH FEELINGS
AND INTENTIONS
A teacher reconstructs the episode when she enters a conflict situation and
goes over with the children the chain of events, including the feelings and
intentions of those involved. Helping the group relive the situation has to be
done by the adult in such a way that it is an “offering” and not an attempt to
force one particular interpretation upon the children. Otherwise, the children
will not feel free to correct the teacher’s understanding if she is wrong. This is
why replies of understanding are often given with a questioning inflection in the
voice and question marks are used in some of the book’s dialogues. You are not
sure that you really captured the child’s feeling. You are offering a way of seeing
what happened, not telling a child how it happened or probing. You are open to
either confirmation or correction.
Reconstructing an episode with the feelings and intentions combines all
three of the other forms of understanding, in addition to a retracing of the events
in the present conflict.
Early in the school year, Trudy is fragile. Her family has
been living in a motel for four months, waiting for their new house
to be finished. All of her familiar things are in storage. At preschool, she keeps trying to put her world back together.
One morning she discovers the small outdoor cupboard in
which the tricycles are kept. She gets the big broom and starts
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sweeping and cleaning up the cupboard. This looks like fun to Ted,
who is used to taking what he wants and building up a head of
steam quickly if his intentions are blocked. Ted tries to take her
broom, but Trudy fights hard to hold onto it.
Mrs. S: “Trudy, you were cleaning your house. It’s such a
nice house.”
Trudy: (Crying) “He can’t have it. He can’t come in.”
Mrs. S: “Ted, it looks like fun to be in Trudy’s house and to
sweep the dirt out of here, so that it can be your house
too.”
Ted: (Puffing hard) “I want it.”
Mrs. S: “Ted, you would like to sweep the house too, and
you don’t know how you can get the broom except to
take it away from Trudy?”
Ted: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “Ted, if Trudy says ‘no’, you can tell me that you
want a turn with the broom and I would see that you
get it as soon as Trudy’s turn is over.”
Trudy: “He can have it, but I want it back.”
Mrs. S: “All right, Ted, Trudy says you may use it now.
Trudy, I will tell Ted when his turn is over.”
Both of these children had intense feelings that were beyond their control.
Hearing me voice Trudy’s intentions and feelings helped her know what was
happening to her; she also knew it was all right to feel upset, and Ted was helped
to see how much the broom meant to Trudy. My voicing his desire let Ted know
that it was all right to want the broom, so he was free to listen to how to get it.
Trudy also could feel Ted’s desire for the broom and she could part with it, at
least temporarily, if she knew she could get it back. When I entered the situation
I had intended only to help Ted wait for his turn by helping him understand how
much the broom meant to Trudy. In the process, more was made possible.
Reconstructing an episode with the feelings and intentions included helps
children learn to care for each other.
Understanding a child is not just for the purpose of handling a particular
episode. It is a long-term strategy of helping a child to accurately perceive the
situations she is in and acquire a style of feeling her world. It also makes
available words and action models with which to present it to herself and others
in such a way that all involved can live understandingly.
Furthermore, repeated experiences with an understanding adult and peers
help the child develop an inner poise so that he no longer panics or turns to
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irrational behavior when he faces trouble and conflicts. He has learned another
mode of dealing with the world and himself.
With experience, a teacher can tell which level of understanding to use.
Often, verbal content alone is enough. When a child is fearful or withdrawn, the
feeling level is needed, and sometimes the existence situation. When two or
more children are having trouble, reliving the situation with stress on the
feelings of each is the most helpful.
Not even the experienced teacher can understand all of the time. One
learns from mistakes, then tries harder the next time.
Understanding is important. It is one of a cluster of essential methods we
use with children.
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Chapter 7

THE ART OF UNDERSTANDING
Power to understand is crucial professional equipment for the pre-school
teacher – and for parents. This chapter is written for those who want to improve
their skill in understanding. Practice and discipline are necessary, especially to
reach the most productive levels. Anyone can learn, but understanding is very
complex; one must grasp not only the child’s words and feelings, but also the
levels of existence and sometimes total episodes.
Understanding as possessed by a professional has a precise meaning. It is
a particular skill that is more than what most people would call understanding.
It should not be confused with listening passively or with being merely agreeable
or forgiving.
NOT UNDERSTANDING
There are many kinds of replies that prevent understanding and stop the
child’s own problem-solving process. Some replies that prevent understanding
are probing, instructing, evaluating, and supporting. Three others – changing
the topic, not responding at all, and arguing – will not be described since they are
obvious.

Probing
Probing is an attempt to get someone to reveal the past or the reasons for
her behavior. It is based on the assumption that once answers are known, the
problem will be solved. When questions take the form “why did you do it,” they
are often intended to make a child feel or admit guilt. Attempts to get
information often defeat the process of understanding.
Children close up fast when asked direct questions. Probing is apt to
cause children to force feelings down inside, where they become very difficult to
deal with. Children rightly feel that the adult is trying to control or blame them,
rather than helping them to function, so they conclude that it is dangerous to
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disclose feelings and let other people hear their thoughts. Probing disturbs inner
speech.
Probing is a poor technique because it may change a child’s line of
thought or cause a child to become evasive or defensive. We never know which
way a child will go. It is important to follow his lead rather than force him in the
wrong direction by questions that make it more difficult for him to stay on track.
The teacher who starts asking questions has given up understanding.

Instructing
Instructing tells a person what to do or unnecessarily explains something.
Instructing a child insinuates that she is not capable of thinking for herself and
that she needs an adult to take over. Hence the child becomes weaker, and she
may learn to depend on someone else’s thinking.
Children stop listening when someone is always telling them what to do
or is giving them unnecessary facts. Instructing makes the adult feel important,
but it robs the child of her independence. It is completely different from
explaining something that the child wants to understand.

Evaluating
Evaluating puts a judgment on an act or places an interpretation on it. It
attempts to coerce behavior by saying “this is good” or “this is bad.” Such
remarks prevent the child from arriving at the truth. She is apt instead to try to
please adults. Interpreting an act according to the teacher’s values may exclude
other possible courses of the child’s behavior and shut off the expression of
feeling. Negative critical evaluations destroy self-esteem and cause
defensiveness. Truth will be a more potent force in the child’s life if she has had
a chance to arrive at her own judgments through her own experience and
thinking.
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Supporting
Supporting tries to make a person feel good and encourages evasion of the
real issue. It tries to substitute “good” feeling for unacceptable ones, to deny the
reality of them, or to distract the child. The message the child receives is, “You
really shouldn’t feel the way you do.” When a person is in trouble, such
comments as, “You’re all right,” “Everyone goes through this,” and “You are
such a good boy,” offer a false kind of support.
Supportive replies prevent a child from working through the problem,
and cause a great deal of inner confusion. Telling a child that what he is feeling
is not so, or that he should not feel that way, confuses the child and leaves him
unable to help himself. How can a child know reality if he is not allowed to feel
it? Here is an illustration of this false support, the kind that hurts rather than
helps a child.

One morning during singing the children begin to criticize Frank
for not singing right. He is shouting the words but not singing the
tune.
Mrs. S: “Frank, it would sound prettier if you would sing the
tune with the rest of us.”
Frank: “But I am singing.”
Mrs. S: “You’re saying the words, Frank, but try to sing the
tune along with us.”
Frank: “That’s not the way you sing. My mother says I’m a
very good singer.”
Later, when I had a chance to talk to his mother alone, I
asked what she had told Frank about his singing. She commented,
“Oh yes, we tell him he’s a good singer so that we don’t hurt his
feelings. He’s cute, but he really can’t sing.”
Frank’s mother thought she was being kind and supportive by telling
Frank he was a good singer, but her compliments built up a false sense of
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competence and put him in a very embarrassing situation. Frank needed to have
an honest report from his mother. It also would have helped if his mother had
tried to teach him to sing properly instead of encouraging “cute” incompetence.
There may not be anything wrong with these four kinds of replies when
you are not trying to understand. But if you use them, you need to know that
you are not understanding, even at a superficial level.
PRACTICE IN UNDERSTANDING
When illustrations of understanding are read, they seem obvious and easy
to do. But when one has to figure out what to say in a live situation or when the
answer is not given, one realizes that this is a skill requiring work and practice.
We have found the following exercise of writing out replies very helpful. When
you come to the line marked xxxxx, first write replies that are probing,
instructing, evaluating, and supporting. Then write the understanding reply.
This will help distinguish real understanding from its inauthentic forms. Then
examine the answers that are given.
While playing in the sand box, Rick tries to reach deep into
the hole he has dug and accidentally kicks Sarah in the mouth,
making it bleed. She is crying hard.
Mrs. S: “It hurts a lot, Sarah?”
Sarah: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “It is bleeding some.”
Sarah: “I want my mother.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Probing
replies:

“Did you do something to Rick’s hole?”
“Why do you want your mother, Sarah?”

Instructing
replies:

“Go in and wash your face.”
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“Rick, tell Sarah you’re sorry for making her nose
bleed.”
Evaluating
replies:

“That was a mean thing that Rick did to you, kicking
you in the mouth.”
“Stop crying. It didn’t hurt that much.”
“Rick, why did you hurt Sarah?”

Supporting
replies:

“You’re a big girl now. The bleeding will stop in a
little bit.”
“I’m sure it was an accident, Sarah.”

Understanding
Reply:

“When you get hurt, it helps to be with your
mother?”

The last reply was the one that was used. Sarah recovered
from her fear. In the rest of the episode, I was giving her
information to help her understand the experience.
Sarah: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “It is beginning to stop bleeding, Sarah. It may hurt
a little longer, but it will be all right.”
This experience involves a three-year-old girl learning to adjust to the
world away from home. Sometimes the understanding method is slower than
getting the episode over as fast as possible. But it gives the child a chance to
work through her feelings. And she knows the teacher is for her –
understandingly.
Robin is a bright four-year-old with a great deal of ability.
Lately he has been displaying the interests of an engineer. His
paintings depict the insides of factories, boats, and airplanes.
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One morning he is building a big ship, combining our big
green box, a long plank, and the top of our block cupboard. He
wants the plank fastened onto the box in a special way, but it will
not hold. Nothing is working right. I am trying my best to put the
big plank where he wants it, but he starts to cry.
Robin: “Mrs. Snyder, you go away. I don’t want you here.”
Your response:

xxxxx

Probing:

“What’s the matter, Robin?” “Why do you get so
upset when things don’t work out right?”

Instructing:

“Robin, some things just don’t work.”

Supporting:

“You are a bright boy, Robin. You can do it.”

Evaluating:

“Robin, if you quit whining we could get it done.”

Understanding: “The boat just isn’t the way you want it to be
and you want me to let you work on it yourself.”
Robin’s reaction to my response was interesting. I left, but he followed me
into the other room and kept talking to me about boats. Understanding helped
him handle his frustrations. It also helped to build a trusting relationship
between us.
As student teachers are learning to make understanding replies to
children’s statements, they make some common mistakes. The next episode
demonstrates some of these mistakes, and shows why these replies are not
understanding.
One night it rained hard. There was loud thunder and
lightening. The next day Cliff’s mother says he was afraid. At juice
time I start to talk about the storm.
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Mrs. S: “That was a noisy old storm last night.”
Malcolm: “It kept me awake. The lightening made a loud
noise and I was afraid.”
Sally: “I was scared too, when the big noise came.”
Dean: “It was like a big gun and I didn’t like it.”
Cliff: “When the loud noise came, it could knock down
houses.”
Your response:

xxxxx

Here are some replies that students have made when learning to respond
with understanding.
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

“Cliff, it was so loud you thought it might knock down your
house?” This reply is close to a correct interpretation, but it
jumps to a conclusion and prevents Cliff from working it
through himself. And, it may be partially incorrect, since he
did not say it might destroy his house.
“Lightening is very powerful.” This is a factual statement
about lightening that does not come to terms with Cliff’s
feelings or fears. In fact, it may confirm his fear. This
response does not capture the fact that Cliff was responding
to the force of the noise.
“Lightening does not usually strike houses.” This is an
instructing and supportive response that tries to make Cliff
believe what is said and not be scared. It is better to
understand his feelings so that he can continue to work on
his fears and so that he will be more open to an explanation
later.
“The storm got over and your house wasn’t struck.” This is
the student’s conclusion, stated in a supportive manner.
Fears are overcome faster if the child can work with his
feelings in the presence of an adult who can help him face
these feelings.
“I know how you feel. It was scary enough to knock down
houses.” Telling a child you know how he feels is not the
same as being able to put his feelings into words in such a
way that he experiences your understanding. The first
sentence is therefore unnecessary. The second sentence is
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6.

one possible interpretation. Another would be that Cliff was
awe-struck with the power of the sound, and was not
primarily responding with fear.
Again, the student’s
interpretation stops the child’s internal processing.
“It was so loud, you thought it might knock down houses?”
This is a good, understanding reply, especially when
conveyed in a manner that responds to the child’s intensity
of feeling. I responded, “The lightening was very bright and
the thunder very loud.”

This started them all talking again. Then later, I began to provide
information that they needed to understand the realities of lightening and
thunder.
Sally: “It burns up houses.”
Mrs. S: “Not very often, Sally.”
Bob:

“Sometimes the lightening strikes trees and that’s
why you don’t stay under them.”

Cliff: “Will it strike our tree?”
Mrs. S: “Our tree has been here a long, long time and it
hasn’t been struck. But we would come inside if it
started to lightening and thunder, because sometimes
lightening does strike tall trees.
Here are some more episodes. When you come to xxxxx, cover up my
replies before reading on and write down your understanding reply. There is no
need to practice the other types of replies.
One morning I am sitting on the floor next to Sam building
with blocks. He speaks to me in a matter of fact way.
Sam: “Mrs. Snyder, I go to bed with a bottle at night.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “Sam, you want me to know you go to bed with a
bottle?”
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Sam: “Yes, but when I get to be four, I’m not going to
anymore.”
Mrs. S: “When you get to be four, you are going to stop.”
Sam: “Yes.”
Here is a bright boy working out his future. I could have muddled his
thinking by making him feel guilty. Giving him advice would have also
complicated the situation.
One morning Carol is playing in the sandbox and Dennis
hits her with a plastic shovel. Carol comes to me crying. She is
emotionally broken up.
Carol: “Dennis hit me with a shovel, Mrs. Snyder.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “Dennis hurt you and you don’t know why?”
She turns immediately back to play.
Carol was confused about something that had happened to her that did
not make sense. She could not understand the situation she was in. Why would
Dennis hit her? Often a child’s feelings are complex. Voicing the two strands of
Carol’s feelings helped her so that she could take over again. It gave her courage
to continue.
On another occasion, I am reading and Carol comes up to me.
Carol: “I want that fire engine that Abe is playing with.”
Mrs. S: “You know, Carol, when you want something you
ask the person if you may have it. You say that you
would like to have a turn with it.”
Carol: “But he may say ‘no’ ”.
Your reply: xxxxx
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Mrs. S: “It would be hard to know what to do if he said
‘no.’”
Carol: (Meaning she would not know.) “No.”
Mrs. S: “Sometimes when you ask people, they do say ‘no,’
and then you just wait until they are finished.”
Carol: “But Abe won’t finish. He will want it a long time.”
Mrs. S: “If Abe says ‘no’, then you can tell me and I will tell
Abe he may have three minutes more and then it will
be your turn.”
(My saying three minutes is an objective way of
saying a short time. It then becomes a matter of the
watch saying so, and Carol won’t feel that begging
me will help her get the fire engine sooner.)
You notice that in my first reply I thought that just explaining was
enough. But when Carol said “He may say ‘no’ ”, understanding was needed.
There seemed to be something keeping her from accepting the explanation. It
turned out that she would not know what to do if the person said “no.”
Now try using the four levels of understanding.

Understanding Verbal Content
Ann is playing that she is going on a picnic with some
children. She comes to me.
Ann: “We just can’t find the hot dogs anywhere!”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “A picnic and no hot dogs?” (Ann goes off in a
dither and then comes back.)
Ann: “We even called the chef and he doesn’t know.”
Your reply: xxxxx
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Mrs. S: “Not even the chef knows?”
(She leaves again and returns once more.)
Ann: “We found the hot dogs.”
Mrs. S: “Good, I’m glad of that.”
Ann: “You know where we found the hot dogs?”
Mrs. S: “No. Where?”
Ann: “In the car. They were on the seat all the time.”
Mrs. S: “That was a good joke on you, wasn’t it?”
(We both laugh.)
In this episode, I started by understanding, but as I began to sense the fun
she was having I contributed to it. Relationships are more than just
understanding. A pre-school teacher should not become fixed on one mode of
relationship.

Hearing and Processing Feelings
In the following episode, concentrate on the feelings as well as the words.
Anita is still wearing her corrective shoes, but outside in the
playground she is quite free. She climbs up the new ladders on our
trailer, but coming down she slips on the last two steps. I did not
think that she had hurt herself so I exclaimed, “Oh-o” to see if I
could help her take her bumps.
Anita: “I almost broke my leg.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “It seemed hard enough to break your leg?”
Anita: “Yes, I almost broke my leg.”
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She starts to laugh and we laugh together. Then she returns
to climbing the steps but she jumps off the last two steps on the
way down.

Understanding the Existence Situation
In these examples listen to the words, get the feelings, and try to
understand what the child is working on. (You are trying to understand all three
of these at once.)
Trudy has one younger brother named David, and she has
been bringing some of her toys to school and keeping them in her
locker so that her brother cannot get at them. One morning in the
coat room when the children are getting ready to go home, Trudy is
putting on her coat. She seems happy.
Trudy: “I have four brothers, David, David, and David.
David are both older and David are younger.”
Your reply: xxxxx
ST:

“You have four brothers, Trudy, and they are all
named David?”

Trudy: “Yes, all named David. Two are older and two are
younger.”
Your reply: xxxxx
The student teacher stopped because she could not figure out where to go.
She had been responding to Trudy’s words. If she had grasped the dilemma of
Trudy’s existence, she might have said, “Sometimes living with David is like
having four brothers.” Then Trudy could have taken it from there. It had been a
good morning at school. A morning when she was feeling good might have been
the best time for her to work out her relationship with a strong and energetic
brother.
This is another episode in which the existence situation needs to be
understood.
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Cliff is playing alone with an airplane and has made an
airport for it out of blocks on the floor. I am sitting close by.
Cliff: “I don’t want to ride in an airplane again.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “It was scary, Cliff?”
Cliff: “No, it was noisy. I don’t like airplanes.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “The one you were in made lots of noise?”
(Pause) “Sometimes airplanes make a lot of noise just
before they go up. They want to be sure the motors
are working.”
Cliff: “It went up high, above the clouds and above the
trees, and above the houses.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “It seemed very high to you?”
Cliff: “That was when my grandmother died.”
(Here I remembered that his grandmother, whom he
loved very much, had died a month ago and his
family had gone east to bury her.)
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “Your grandmother was very kind, wasn’t she? She
is dead now.”
Cliff: “I won’t see her anymore.”
Your reply: xxxxx
Mrs. S: “It is hard not to see your grandmother anymore?”
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Cliff had associated the noise of the airplane with the unsettling death of
his grandmother. He was having a difficult time accepting her death. By
understanding his existence situation at this time, I was trying to help him accept
his grandmother’s death. In my first response, I mistakenly made an
interpretation in trying to understand him. He was fast to correct me. A better
reply would have been, “There is something you don’t like about airplanes?” In
a good relationship, the child will feel free to correct you when you are wrong.

Reconstructing the Episode with Feelings and Intentions
In these examples use all three of the previous levels of understanding,
but also try to relive the developing situation with the children. Try to make
your response in the feeling tones of an offering rather than in a tone which
suggests that you are offering the only interpretation.
During the second week of school, Tom, who had been very
rough, is beginning to learn how to play with other children.
Clarice is a four-year-old girl who had not played with boys before
coming to school. She pulls her wagon next to the jungle gym
where the boys are playing, and in a timid voice, calls out to get
one of them to pull her.
Clarice: “Who will pull me?”
(They do not pay any attention to her.)
Mrs. S: “Clarice is asking if someone will pull her in the
wagon.”
Tom: “I will, I will.”
Clarice gets into the wagon and Tom pulls. They start off
around the sidewalk, circling the tree. Tom picks up speed. Clarice
enjoys it at first, but when he starts going too fast around the
curves, she becomes frightened. She tries to get out. Tom is
disappointed because he thought they were having fun, so he tries
to keep her in the wagon by going faster.
Your reply: xxxxx
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Mrs. S: “Tom, it is fun pulling Clarice. Clarice, you liked
having Tom pull you until he got going too fast. Then
you thought the wagon might tip going so fast?”
Clarice climbs out of the wagon. Tom seems disappointed.
Then his face brightens and he looks at Clarice.
Tom: “Will you pull me?”
Clarice: “I will.”
They pull each other for the rest of the period.
By reliving the situation the children could recapture the fun of what they
were doing. When I put into words what caused the change in Clarice’s feelings,
she was able to overcome her fear. When she knew that Tom understood her
concern, she did not have to stop playing with him. Tom had enjoyed playing
with Clarice, so now he invited her to continue by saying to her, “Will you pull
me?” He did not need to say he was sorry. She understood and responded with,
“I will.” After pulling him for a while they traded and he pulled her again. This
time Tom was more careful about the turns.
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Chapter 8

HOW UNDERSTANDING HELPS THE CHILD
Having looked at the different forms of understanding, we can now pull
together the growing made possible by a teacher who is skilled in
understanding. Most importantly, conversation that leads to understanding
another person is a major way in which we become a person and create a society
that can live together, in which values can be shared and created across
generations.
We have found that understanding helps the child in many specific ways.
GIVES THE CHILD RELATIONSHIP AND WORDS WITH WHICH
TO IDENTIFY FEELINGS AND CONTROL ACTIONS
Sometimes children are overwhelmed by a lot of confused feelings. A
child needs help in learning accurate words for her feelings and for the confusion
around her. She then can make choices and discover what relationships she
really wants.
Dee is an active four-year-old girl who in the midst of play
will say, “I’m mad,” putting one hand on her hip and stamping her
foot. Often the children would give way and let her have her way.
One day, while playing in the housekeeping corner, she throws her
doll on the floor.
Dee:

(Hand on hip and stamping her foot) “I’m mad.”
(She kicks the doll across the room.)
Mrs. S: (Picking up the doll and talking to it) “Sally, you
must feel bad having a mother be so mean to you just
because she is mad. Maybe you would like some
dinner?”
(I take the doll to the table where others are playing.
They start to share their pretend food with me and
the doll.)
Dee: “I will feed her, Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S: “All right”
(I hand her the doll and she takes it with tenderness.)
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In the next week Dee is drawing a picture at the table with magic markers.
Mrs. S: “That’s an interesting picture, Dee.”
Dee: “This is my house. This is the door where you come
in. That’s the living room. But this is the hall. You
go this way. This is the room where I sleep and my
sister sleeps. That is my mother and dad’s room.
They have the door closed so the children won’t hear
them fighting.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t like to hear your mother and father
fighting?”
Dee: “No.”
Mrs. S: “It is hard to live with people who fight when they
feel mean?”
Dee: “Yes.”
Hearing parents trying to destroy each other is a terrible experience for a
four-year-old. Dee was trying to play out the experience by putting some of the
feelings onto the doll so that the pressure would not just be on her. When I
voiced the feelings of the doll, she recognized that this treatment was not right.
By sharing in a conversation with a person who understood, she had entered into
another relationship. She was taken into society, rather than being trapped with
a horrible memory. This helped her face how it upset her, and how people feel
when treated the way her parents were treating each other. She could say to
herself, “I don’t like that. I don’t have to be that.” She was becoming able to
make feeling judgments.
Something is hidden in most unpleasant experiences that the person
involved does not recognize. It drives the person, rather than allowing growth.
The significant adult hears and knows what has happened, and the child now
knows that she does. But the adult is not devastated by the situation. The child
now has a new hold on the experience.
These two experiences with Dee are illustrations of how terribly important
understanding is in the life of a child. It helps her shape up a method and a
vocabulary with which to feelingly think, make value judgments, and govern her
own behavior.
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STRENGTHENS THE CHILD’S POWER TO ACT
Ivan is a four-year-old boy who is very withdrawn when he starts school.
His eyes have a glassy look and he drools profusely. He is silent most of the
time, and when he does talk, he speaks in a whisper.
In January, I put out a new set of miniature cars. The other
children play with them with real excitement. Ivan watches
closely. After a while he comes to where I am sitting on the
window seat. One of the new yellow road builders is next to me.
Ivan: (Softly, looking longingly at it.) “That’s a road
builder.”
(I pick it up and put it in the palm of my hand.)
Mrs. S: “I believe that it would smooth out the dirt and make
a good road.”
I hope that he will take it. Ivan looks, but cannot reach out to get it.
I put it down on the window seat close to him. Just then another boy
comes by and takes it. Ivan looks longingly at it as it disappears.
Mrs. S: “You wanted to play with it, Ivan? You didn’t want
Leo to take it?”
Ivan: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “You wanted it, but it was hard to reach out and get
it?”
Ivan: “Yes.”
Later that morning he comes and speaks to me in a soft voice.
Ivan: “The red truck, Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S: “You want the little red truck, Ivan? I don’t know
where it is. We will have to find it.”
He takes me to the housekeeping corner and points to the red truck
on the play cabinet.
Ivan: “Here.”
Mrs. S: “That’s it, Ivan, and no one is playing with it.”
Ivan takes it and goes off to play with it.
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It takes five months of experiences like this to help Ivan become free
enough to take the playthings he wants. It was interesting that the drooling
disappeared at about the same time that he became able to do this.
Ivan had been very fearful of extending himself into the world. He had a
need to ask permission and a custom of getting other people to do things for him.
The function of the pre-school teacher was not to do things for him, or to urge
him to do things, but to engage him in understanding conversations that made
clearer and more intense what he wanted to do and at the same time affirmed
him. Finally the desire to play won out over his fears.
HELPS THE CHILD RECOVER FROM SETBACKS
If a child is understood by just one person, he can take a lot. He does not
need to feel that he is disintegrating or that he must become destructive to
survive. He can take some irritations in stride.
One morning as the children are arriving in the coat room, they
make up songs.
Sam: “I have a new pillow.
My mother bought it from the store.
It is a nice new pillow.
Tra, la, la, la, la.”
Mrs. S: “That is such a nice song you are singing, Sam.”
Sam: “You are interrupting me, Mrs. Snyder.”
Mrs. S: “I’m sorry, Sam. Your song was so pretty that I
wanted to say so.”
Sam: “Does Carol like it?”
Mrs. S: “You will have to ask her to find out.”
Sam: “Do you like my song, Carol?”
Carol: “No, I don’t like it.”
With this, I go back into the pre-school. When Sam comes in, he
goes to Mrs. Martin, the other teacher, and says something. Then he picks
up the paper towels and strews them over the floor.
Mrs. M: “Sam, you are angry about something?”
Sam: “Yes, I am angry.”
Mrs. M: “Sam, it doesn’t help to throw things on the floor.
Will you help me pick them up?”
Sam: “No, I’m angry.”
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Sam comes over to the books and is going to throw them down.
Mrs. S: “Sam, you are angry on the inside and you want to
do things you shouldn’t do?”
Sam: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “You didn’t like hearing Carol say that she did not
like your song?”
Sam: “No.”
Mrs. S: “You would have liked her to like your song?”
Sam: “Yes.”
Here is a boy with a lot of explosive feelings; he could become destructive
very easily. But because he has such a lively mind, his future is bright if we can
help him learn to handle such feelings.
Even though he was angry, he knew that I was with him. Having
someone hear and verbalize his feelings and yet accept him enabled him to
recognize these feelings and not to be so upset by them. Mrs. Martin had not
seen the episode in the coat room. She could only respond to Sam’s throwing the
towels. Her reply was too general to give him the precise help he needed, but it
started the process. A child needs to know what produced his anger.
Sam also needs help in establishing relationships, not only with me, but
also with Carol, who must be a significant person in his world. Here is another
episode that happened after the first one.
Sam comes in singing.
Sam: “Mrs. Snyder, do you like my singing?”
Mrs. S: “Yes, Sam, that is a pretty song?”
Sam: “Where is Carol? Carol, do you like my song?”
Carol: “No.”
This time he walks away, evidently undisturbed.
Because he had a relationship with me, he was able to hold onto the
relationship with himself, and then he was able to handle a relationship with
another child.
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GIVES THE CHILD’S HOPES AND PLANS A CHANCE
When a child is living in an over-controlled (or a too chaotic) world, a
door opens to freedom and health when he is understood by someone who cares.
He begins to trust that another kind of world is possible.
Bob is a four-year-old who carries a heavy load of hostility.
His mother is sick so he is living with his grandparents, who love
him very much but are overprotective.
One morning in the yard of the pre-school, Bob is throwing
stones that are lying near a big tree.
Mrs. S: “Bob, you might hurt someone, throwing those
rocks.”
Bob: “But I want to hurt people.”
Mrs. S: “When you feel mean on the inside, you want to hurt
people?”
Bob: “Yes.”
The tension seems to go out of him. His hands relax and the
stones drop to the ground.
One episode like this is not enough to make a difference, but a series of
them over a year is helpful. Here is another episode.
Bob’s grandmother stops at the door of the pre-school to tell me that it is
Bob’s birthday. She says that she will bring some cookies for juice time. Bob
starts to play.
(To me alone) “Bob is very negative about his birthday. He
doesn’t want anybody to know. He just wants to keep it
inside him.
The other children have not arrived, so I go to Bob.
Mrs. S: “Bob, I will whisper a secret to you.”
Bob: “What?”
Mrs. S: “Happy Birthday.”
(He smiles, then catches himself.)
Bob: “No, don’t tell anyone.”
Mrs. S: “All right.”
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When getting ready for juice time, I take Bob aside and ask him if he
wants to put candles in the animal holders. Bob gets a queer look on his face.
Bob: “I don’t want any singing or any candles.”
Mrs. S: “All right, you don’t want us to sing ‘Happy
Birthday’.”
Bob: “No.”
Mrs. S: “And you don’t want us to light candles?”
Bob: “No.”
Mrs. S: “All right. Do you want to pass the cookies?”
Bob: “Yes.”
So he passes the cookies and no one asks any questions. The next
morning his grandmother thanks me for Bob’s happy birthday. He told them at
home that he didn’t need any more birthday, that he had his happy birthday at
school.
This episode also illustrates that understanding involves granting a child’s
request when it is appropriate, rather than just letting him voice his opposition
and then ignoring it.
DEVELOPS HONEST INNER SPEECH
Understanding may be used by the teacher to voice what the teacher
senses the child is saying in his inner speech. This enables the child to review
what he is saying to himself. The teacher is also offering the child possible words
that may become part of his inner speech. She may be offering or sharing an
insight into the nature of things that he is himself experiencing. By offering such
insights, the teacher must not try to manipulate the child to do what she wants;
she has to try to enter the child’s thinking process in such a way that it allows the
child to stay in charge.
BUILDS CONSCIENCE
Being understood and dialogued with is the basic tool in awakening a
child’s conscience and helping it function in a person-producing way.
“Understanding conversation” helps the child to take account of his world and
symbolize it with some fullness. It sometimes gives the child the necessary
feedback that enables him to break through the fog or turmoil that has kept him
on dead center. He comes to know what is going on inside himself. He can see
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his world. His perceptions and feelings get a new clarity. He is able to function
at top performance. He is more alive.
This is a good feeling. He begins to care for the person who makes him
feel this way. When he hears the teacher verbalize other children’s feelings, he
starts caring for them, because each one is another self with feelings.
SUMMARY
Being understood is very important to a child. Gradually the child begins
to understand himself. When his feelings are expressed in symbols, he is able to
stand above them, re-order and organize them. He can work as an organizer of
himself and is not taken over by his flood of emotions.
When his inner world is understood by a significant adult, he feels that he
is accepted by society. He is kept from being estranged or shut up.
The public understanding of how it is with him is heard by other children.
They know better what is happening and what they can do to help. We are
always amazed at how three- and four-year-olds can help each other when they
understand what is happening.
Understanding is trusting the nature of creation, believing that a child will
eventually choose the good, if he is given the chance to work it through.
Understanding is a basic tool for helping the growth and functioning of
conscience.
In our understanding of a child, we are shaping a model of how people
relate to each other. In the process of being understood, the child learns to go
about understanding the people he must deal with. He acquires a method of
growing intellectually and emotionally.
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Chapter 9

AN INTEGRITY THAT CAN BE ENCOUNTERED
A major function of a teacher in the pre-school is to be an integrity that
can be encountered.
By the age of three, some children already carry a heavy load of hostility.
On some mornings such a child gets caught in a chain of events that makes her
bitter and resentful. She does something to another child and gets rejected, and
this rejection piles up with additional events until she wants to hurt and destroy
everybody.
There is a right time to bring conflict out into the open and face it. A child
needs to face his destructive actions. He needs to know that he cannot hurt
someone else, or break up others’ play, even if he is feeling mean himself.
One morning Hubert picks another child off a tricycle and rides away
with it. This happens so fast that the eye can hardly record it. Suddenly Hubert
has the tricycle and Ted is on the ground crying. Mrs. Martin, the other teacher,
goes to Hubert.
Mrs. M: “Hubert, you made Ted very unhappy by taking his
trike. You will have to give it back to him.”
(No response.)
Mrs. M: “Hubert, it was Ted’s turn and you will have to give
it back to him.”
Mrs. M: “Hubert, if you don’t get off I will have to take you
off.”
She tries to take him off the trike, but he clings tight. I go to help her. As
soon as I do, Hubert jumps off and starts kicking me.
Mrs. S: “Hubert, that hurts, stop kicking me.”
He backs up to get a running start and runs and kicks me again. This time
I catch his foot and spill him.
Mrs. S: “That hurts, Hubert. Stop it.”
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He tries to kick me three times, getting madder each time. When this does
not work, he tries to hit me with his fist. He backs up to get a running start, but
each time I catch his arm and spill him, saying, “I can’t let you hurt me.” Finally,
he speaks.
Hubert: “I’m not coming back to this old school.”
Mrs. S: “Oh, don’t say that Hubert, because I like you and
like having you in our school.”
I would not have been understanding his existence situation if I had
replied, “You don’t want to come back to school?”. It might have been better if I
had first acknowledged his anger at me.
Hubert was still trying to hurt me. He was continuing to do with words
what he could not do with his actions. He thought that he could hurt me by
saying he was not coming back to the school. I decided at this point to talk to his
need. He needed to know that I like him. I did not want to verify his feeling that
the world is a hostile place and that he will have to be clever and cruel to get
what he wants, and that I too am part of his hostile world.
Understanding required doing something for this boy. His deepest desire
was to live in relationship and I spoke to this need. I moved into an active
understanding role. Understanding is active, never passive. There comes a time
in understanding when the teacher has to give. I responded in terms of what I
felt Hubert was struggling for.
It is not helpful for a child to be able to mistreat adults, especially his
parents or his teachers. Psychologically he needs to respect the adults in his life.
Mistreating them does not enable him to respect the person in himself, nor does
it give him the clue that there is any order or justice in the world. Furthermore, it
reinforces a child’s false way of solving his problems.
Hubert was filled with hostility and resentment. He was four-and-a-half
years old when he started school. He had discovered that if he made a big
enough racket, he would get his way. He had also become skilled at irritating
other children to make them look bad. He needed to discover in a very
existential way that there is a moral structure in the world with which he has to
come to terms, and in which he can really live.
A couple of days later Hubert tells me about a dream he had that
indicated that he was continuing to work out some of the deeper feelings that
contributed to our show-down. Carol and Sam, who appear in the dream, are
children in the pre-school.
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Hubert: “Mrs. Snyder, I had a dream last night.”
Mrs. S: “A dream, Hubert?”
Hubert: “I dreamed that Carol and Sam were having a party
in my playroom in our basement and that I didn’t
want them there. So I hit them and made a lot of
noise to get them out of there. Then my mother came
down and she wouldn’t listen to me.”
Mrs. S: “You would like to have your mother listen to your
troubles, Hubert?”
Hubert: “Yes.”
The showdown had a real impact upon Hubert. This dream reveals
Hubert’s needs to exclude his rivals, which is probably derived from his rivalry
with his brother. But now he wants to be valued and live in relationship with
other people, as the dream about the party indicates. He wants an adult who
will help him accomplish this. He is moving toward better integration and is
beginning to show internal controls.
Hubert is reaching out for a relationship with me; he also wants the kind
of relationship that he feels Sam and Carol have with me. When this relationship
comes to him through his feelings, he will begin to be able to care for me. Caring
for me will free him to care for others.
Meeting an integrity helps the child with his disorganization. It breaks
the cycle of hostility that is swirling like a tornado inside the child. It stops the
energies that are flowing in the wrong direction. It helps the tensions come out
so that he is free to come back together again.
Teachers should not depend on showdowns to heal the real source of a
child’s difficulties. In this case I not only stopped the tornado of hostility; I was
able at the same time to offer Hubert relationship. Until one helps a child with
the source of his difficulty, he will continue to have eruptions of hostility.
We were trying to heal Hubert so that he would become a fully
functioning child with spirit. We did not want him to become blindly
submissive.
Here are a couple of incidents that occurred when his younger brother
Chester came to school a year later.
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We are outside playing. It was in the fall, and it was not too
cold yet. Chester goes to the door and says he wants to go inside
because it’s too cold.
Mrs. S: “You want to go in? You don’t want to stay out here
where it’s cold?”
Chester: (Very demanding) “Yes, I want to play inside.”
Mrs. S: “Chester, now it is time to play outside. We finished
playing inside today.”
(Chester starts kicking the door and stamping his
foot.)
Chester: “Open this door right away, I tell you.”
Mrs. S: “You want to tell me as hard as you know how that
you want to go inside, but this is our time to play
outside.”
He looks at me in a very puzzled way and walks away.
A week later, at toilet time, Chester goes in first and sits on
the toilet a long time, having a bowel movement. This slows up
toilet time for the whole group. I keep going back to see if he is
done. Finally, I stop to talk to him. We get interested in talking,
but he is not getting done on the toilet, so I become silent.
Chester: “I would like to make a mess all over people”.
(He closes his fist as if to do it with feces.)
Mrs. S: “Mess up everybody?”
Chester: (Looking at me) “Yes, mess up their faces.”
Mrs. S: “You would like to mess me up too?”
Chester: “Yes, mess up your glasses.”
Mrs. S: “There is something about me you don’t like?”
Chester: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “You don’t like it when I make you do things.”
Chester: (Looking up at me, startled.) “Yes.”
Several days later, I go into the bathroom and notice that
Chester is playing in the toilet.
Mrs. S: “Chester, when you get through playing in the toilet,
wash your hands with soap.”
Chester: (In a positive voice) “OK.”
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I expected that this might happen and hoped I could take it in stride, so
that he would not be fixated on this behavior. This was the only time he played
in the toilet. Chester made changes fast.
Being a person with integrity may mean having a showdown with a child,
as I did when I helped Hubert face his destructive behavior and learn that it
would not work. At other times it may mean being present with a child, such as
with Chester, in a way that allows him to work things through by himself.
NOT ALLOWING DEVIOUS BEHAVIOR TO SUCCEED
It is important that the child get an honest report of the teacher’s feelings.
Meeting an integrity means just this. When a child is hurting or misusing
someone, he needs an honest report. When adults disguise their feelings they
only reinforce devious behavior.
Outside in the play yard, Chester wants one of the big tricycles.
But they are being used, so he rides the new smaller black one. As soon
as someone leaves a big one, he runs and gets it. Marie gets on the new
tricycle that Chester has left and discovers that one of the handles is
missing. She rides to me and tells me.
Mrs. S: “Chester, the handle is gone from the black trike.
Where is it?”
(He doesn’t answer.)
Mrs. S: “Chester, can you tell me where you put the handle
from the new trike?”
(He doesn’t answer, so I get down to talk to him.)
Mrs. S: “Chester, where did you put the handle for the new
trike?”
(His lips move, but no sound comes out.)
Mrs. S: “You will have to tell me out loud.”
(Again, he just moves his lips.)
Mrs. S: “Well, Chester, if you can’t tell me out loud, you will
have to get off this tricycle.”
Chester: “I don’t know where it is, Mrs. Snyder, I threw it up
there.”
Another child who hears this conversation finds the handle and
brings it to me.
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Mrs. S: “Chester, if you take off the handle again, you won’t
be able to ride today. Do you understand?”
Chester: “Yes.”
NOT GRANTING SPECIAL PRIVILEGES
Some children believe that if you really care for them, they can
have special privileges. This is often true of the youngest child of a
family, and it is sometimes true of an only child.
Ryan is the youngest child in his family. It bothers him very
much that he cannot do everything as well as his ten-year-old
brother and eight-year-old sister. He is used to special treatment at
home.
One day during rest period, Ryan is moving around
bothering the other children.
Mrs. S: “Ryan, you’re bothering the other children.”
He stops for a while, then starts again.
Mrs. S: “Ryan, I hope you won’t have to rest after everyone
else is done.”
He keeps moving around.
Mrs. S: (A while later.) “Rest period is over, everybody. But
Ryan, you will have to finish your resting.”
Ryan jumps up and takes his mat into the locker room.
When I get there he runs into the storage room. I go and get him
by the hand and bring him to the locker room.
Mrs. S: “Ryan, look, I am not going to chase you anymore.”
Ryan: “Let go of my hand. I’m going to kick you.”
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Mrs. S: “I will not let you go until I am sure you will not try
to go into the storage room again.”
Ryan: “I’ll take you over to my house and put you down the
clothes chute.”
Mrs. S: “Putting me down your clothes chute would hurt me
more than anything you could think of?”
Ryan: “Yes.”
(I let go of his hand.)
Mrs. S: “You want to hurt me because you want to do as you
please.”
Ryan: “That rule is not a good idea about resting after the
others are done.”
Mrs. S: “You would like me to let you bother the other
children during rest period and not rest afterwards?”
Ryan: “And I’m going in to eat popcorn now.”
Mrs. S: “Ryan, you have to do your resting, and if you get it
done in time, you will get your popcorn.”
Ryan finishes his resting and gets his popcorn.
NOT YIELDING TO RUTHLESS POWER
Neal is a bright, attractive boy who occasionally comes to
school thoroughly saturated with the need to tell people off. He
will take on the role of his favorite TV character and ruthlessly try
to take over the whole school. The children often succumb to his
domination because he is so convincing.
In January, Neal’s behavior becomes worse. He starts to talk
in a rough manner to adults as well as to children. One morning he
comes to school and sees a new student teacher.
Neal: “What are you doing here? Get out. I hate you.”
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The next day in the locker room he finds a stick in one of the
lockers and goes after another student teacher, using the stick like a
sword.
Neal: “I’m going to cut off your head. Get down on your
knees and pray to God.”
ST:

“It makes you feel strong to talk mean, Neal?”
(Neal hesitates, then continues.)

Neal: “Now, I have cut off your head anyway. Now you
better pray.”
On the next day Neal talks to some adults he meets in the hall.
Neal: “Get out of my school. I hate you.”
The new student teacher hears this.
ST:

“Neal, when you talk like that to people, you make it
hard for people to like you.”

Neal: “Nobody likes me. I don’t care. I hate everybody.
And I’m going to throw you through the window.”
ST:

“That is not a good idea, Neal. You would break the
window.”

Neal: “I’ll throw you out and not break the window.”
ST:

“That would make you feel good?”

Neal: “Then I’ll throw me out.”
ST:

“You feel very bad?”

Neal: “And I’ll kill God, too.”
On the next morning Neal arrives in a vile mood. It is
obvious that this behavior is becoming part of his identity.
Someone needs to break the pattern, and it will have to be a person
he cares for and respects. Neal starts to talk roughly to the children
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on the jungle house. When inner impulses are on the warpath,
something very strong is needed.
Neal: “Get out of here. This is for Duncan and me.”
Ben is climbing up the slide. Neal pushes him in the face.
Mrs. S: “Neal, you are talking mean to Ben. If you want to
play up there, you can’t be talking mean.”
Neal: “I don’t want him up here. Get off.”
(He starts pushing again.)
I lift Neal off the jungle house and put him on the floor.
Mrs. S: “You like having Duncan back and you would like to
play with him alone. But Neal, when you act like that
you can’t be up there.”
Neal: “I’m going to get back up there. You can’t do that to
me. Shut up.”
(He starts to climb up.)
Mrs. S: “Neal, you are talking mean to me. I don’t let
children talk that way to me. You will have to sit
down until you feel better.”
I put him on the window seat and sit down beside him.
Neal: “My mother and dad let me say anything I want to
them.”
Mrs. S: “I don’t believe that Neal. You are too wonderful a
boy for them to let you act this way.”
Neal: “I can call them liars and they don’t care.”
Mrs. S: “Then they are not doing a good job of helping you
grow up if they let you talk like that. I better talk
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with them.
This stops his verbal battle. He seems to be thinking. After
a while I tell him that he can play. He joins a group of children
who are playing house. For the rest of that morning and the
following week, he continues to re-establish relationships with me
and the other children.
One day that week at toilet time, he looks directly into the
face of one of the smaller boys.
Neal: “Glen is really pretty, isn’t he?”
This was Neal’s true feelings. When he had been acting ruthless and
powerful, he could not see others as human beings. They were objects on whom
he could vent his hostile self. The showdown helped settle the tornado and
released him to feel again.

Dealing with Determined Defiance
A phenomenon of our culture is the child who has never learned to limit
herself in any way. She has never experienced any dependable and consistent
relationship that helped her learn how to relate responsively.
This kind of child wants everything on her own terms. She cannot
differentiate between healthy social requests and cruel demands that deprive her
of the right to live her life.
All requests are perceived as a threat to her autonomy and an invasion of
her freedom. So she continues to do little irritating things that keep escalating
the contest to show that she does not have to come to terms with anybody. She
has determined to do as she pleases and no one can stop her. Instead of
responding to possibilities of play, she continues the game of testing and teasing
to prove that she is more powerful than adults. Her actions tell you in no
uncertain terms to stay out of her way.
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Joe is a four-year-old boy who had not yet begun to talk by
the time he entered pre-school. There is no physical reason for his
silence. He is determined to do as he pleases and has a whole
arsenal of weapons to frustrate any adult who gets in his way.
After the first time he paints at the easel he starts to put the brushes
in the wrong jars. I say to him the same thing I have said to other
children with positive results.
Mrs. S: “Joe, if you put the red brush back into the red jar of
paint, it keeps the red bright and clear.”
Joe throws the red brush across the room. Then in rapid
succession, he throws the yellow, green and blue brushes.
Mrs. S: “Joe, that is not a good idea. We just have to pick
them up.”
He picks up the jar of red paint and throws it hard. Then he
laughs. I quickly put my hand over the remaining jars.
Mrs. .S: “Hey, Joe, stop. We just have to clean it up.”
At first I clean it up alone. But as Joe begins to feel that I am
for him, I can hand him a sponge and he helps me clean up,
especially when he sees the other children helping me and hears
them say, “He is being silly.” I tell them that “Joe hasn’t learned
how to play and have fun yet. He will learn.” Gradually, after
similar experiences, I can say to him, “Here is the sponge, Joe, clean
up the mess.” Then he stops making messes.
Usually I try not to get into a head-on battle of wills. But once a child’s
behavior forces you into this battle, you have to see it through and win so that
the child understands that this behavior defeats what he really wants. Allowing
a child to control by defiant teasing makes it harder for him to change. It
prevents him from learning other modes of being in the world.
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If feelings are appropriate, it is important to let the child express them.
But when the child is acting out and trying to control others, he needs to meet an
integrity who can terminate his game.
Extreme defiance such as throwing jars of paint, spitting, breaking
equipment, and knocking other children down is part of the control game. It is
self-destructive and should not be allowed to continue. Only the adult whom the
child feels is for her and is offering her an attractive way of life can do anything
for that child.
WHAT AN INTEGRITY IS
The children in the episodes in this chapter are children who, at the time,
did not feel very good about themselves. They were suffering children. The
child who is filled with hostility, the child who needs to be destructive, the
defying child, and the child who seeks special privileges, all need healing. At
times the necessary healing starts in a head-on encounter with an adult they
cannot violate with impunity, who refuses to give in to their controlling
maneuvers, with whom they cannot have their way by whining, attacking, or
becoming an unbearable nuisance. They need to meet a human dignity who
refuses to be reduced to a nonentity or to their own aggressive level of existence,
a person who does not allow them to violate other people, or to destroy the
justice culture.
Being an integrity that can be encountered does not mean being an
impervious, stubborn person always intent on imposing her or his will on all
occasions. It does mean being a person in tune with the human in one’s self and
in all mankind, who cannot easily be pushed out of this relationship. An integrity
is a person who affirms a style of living, and not only expresses it, but tunes up
and reconstructs her or his behavior in accordance with it. Such a person lives
not by a single value or conclusion, but by a system of values that inform and
shape that person’s life.
Meeting an integrity is not the same as what is usually thought of as
disciplining. Traditional disciplining is more concerned with control and
punishment. A teacher or parent who is an integrity is concerned with helping a
child learn to handle his angry feelings so that he can be in charge of himself. So
the child must feel that he is encountering a significant adult who is for him and
will not let him be untrue to himself – one who can understand him and take him
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into relationship. To be encountered and understood by such a person opens a
new chapter in a child’s life.
Meeting an integrity not only stops temporarily the undesirable behavior
of the child, it starts the child working on her problem. The child’s old ways no
longer work, and she now has a different world with which to make herself.
I do not mean to imply that this kind of encounter is the only time that the
child meets the teacher as an integrity. When the teacher is being understanding,
enabling a child to be creative, enjoying relationships, and helping a child face
and change aggressive behavior – she is also being an integrity.
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Chapter 10

BEING A PRESENCE
Human beings are a relatively new form of life in the long history of the
earth. We are more sensitively tuned than any other life, able to live mutually
with other persons and delight in them and able to create new futures. Human
beings care about their own fate and about what happens to those they love, and
are filled with depths of mystery that can never be fully expressed or verbally
understood.
When a teacher is present in this fashion in the pre-school, she and the
children become “Presences” to each other.
As a Presence, a teacher sees the child as a rich life of feeling, seeing and
intending. She affirms, with everything she is, that it is good that this is so, even
though such richness creates problems and conflicts. Perceiving, feeling, and
intending, are primary processes of life, and she is for life.
A teacher is a Presence when she holds onto the vision that each child can
become a full-functioning person and care for others. Such a teacher keeps
saying to herself, “There is a way to reach this child. There is a little self
struggling to be free, wanting to live in relationship and wanting to have fun.”
She keeps out of her mind labels like “problem child,” “developmentally
delayed,” “brain-damaged” and other pathological categories, and at the same
time she works to free the child from present limitations.
Presence is sensitivity to the possibility trying to express itself in the child
at this particular moment. A teacher with such presence is spontaneous enough
to let go of images of old behavior when the first glimmer of the new appears.
Presence involves responding to the question the child is asking with his current
actions, rather than relating to that child on the basis of yesterday’s behavior.
Growing is continually breaking out in a child even though significant growth
sometimes appears in small ways. The child needs to experience the teacher as
being a freedom responding to him as a freedom, catching what is being born,
and being with it.
Presence involves entering with delight into children’s fun and joy, but it
is also being an integrity that will not let the child be untrue to himself or the
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justice culture. Presence involves being available to respond to the needs of the
individual child while keeping up with the pre-school’s other complexities.
TO A BED WETTER
One morning the children ask me to be the doctor for their
dolls. I sit on the window ledge as they bring their sick dolls to me,
and I take the dolls and make up different illnesses for them.
Mrs. S: “Susan must have the measles. Look – she is all
broken out. Keep her in bed and give her lots of
orange juice.”
Jill:
(With laughing eyes) “That isn’t measles, Mrs.
Snyder. That’s jam she got on her at breakfast.”
Mrs. S: “Oh dear, a doctor should know the difference
between jam and measles. Maybe a bath would help
Susan?”
Jill:
“I guess it’s the measles Susan has, and jam too.”
To another child’s doll, I give a shot for a bad cold. The
children always enjoy pretend shots.
In the midst of this play, Hubert brings our big doll and puts her in
my lap.
Hubert: “Mrs. Snyder, you have to do something for this
baby. She wets her bed every night, and I can’t make
her stop. You just have to do something to make her
stop wetting her bed.”
Mrs. S: “Your dolly must feel very bad about wetting the
bed. She wants not to wet the bed very much. All
children wet their beds at first, and then after a while
they don’t wet their beds anymore. You must be very
kind to her. I think it would help your dolly if you
would rock her for a while.”
As Hubert takes his doll tenderly, his whole feeling tone
changes. He is nearly five years old, the oldest boy in the school,
and wetting the bed at night is his problem.
WHEN A CHILD IS AFRAID
Being a Presence is sensing the fears of children trying to help them work
through the fears.
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One day a juice time Jill says to me.
Jill:
“You know, I sleep with my eyes open at night.”
Mrs. S: “You sleep with your eyes open, Jill?”
All the children start talking about sleeping with their eyes open.
Jill:
“I sleep with mine open because I’m afraid.”
Mrs. S: “Afraid of the dark?”
This starts another wave of conversation. As a teacher, I
know that the best way to help a child get over her fears is to keep
her talking about them.
Jane: “I keep my door open at night.”
Carol: “I keep my light on at night.”
Dick: “I have a night light on my floor.”
Ron: “I have a light with a sheep on it.”
Mrs. S: “It seems different at night when you can’t see?”
Abe: “I’m afraid of the thunder and lightening.”
(Abe’s bed is on the third floor under a slanting roof.)
Mrs. S: “It’s noisy and scary, Abe?”
Abe: “Yes, and you can’t not hear it.”
I keep them talking until it seems that they have finished.
After each bad storm the children talk about it again. I tell them that
storms are something you can’t control, but that you can learn to do what is safe.
Upsetting events announced on radio and TV also have to be talked through. To
a fearful child, anything strange calls up his fears. This kind of child needs
additional help in building ego strength and discovering whom he can trust.
IN DESPAIR
Being a Presence is seeing the depths of despair that come to a child
whose world has gone to pieces and to whom all strangers are a disintegrating
experience. Being a Presence means verbalizing a girl’s feelings so that she can
put some structure to the jungle inside her.
One morning, Carol comes skipping into the room. It is good to see her
skipping because she has come a long way to get the freedom to do so. But when
she sees a strange man in the room, she freezes. Her face goes blank.
161

When her mother comes to her, Carol clings to her. Her
mother tries to make up a game by telling Carol that she will go out
and that Carol should open the door and let her in. But nothing
works, so her mother walks her to the coat room. When I get there
Carol is sitting in her locker, all hunched up with her arms over her
face. I get down to talk to her.
Mrs. S: “Carol, you don’t like having a strange man in our
school?”
Carol: “No. Tell him to go away.”
Mrs. S: “There is something about him you don’t like?”
Carol: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “He reminds you of someone you don’t like?”
Carol: “Yes. Tell him to go away.”
Mrs. S: “He has gone, Carol. Usually we don’t have strange
people in our school, but he’s a teacher and he
wanted to talk to me about his boys and girls.”
Carol: “Oh.”
Carol walks slowly into the school. Later that morning she is
painting a picture at the easel. She is working very hard on it, using big
strokes and lots of paint.
Mrs. S: “This is an interesting picture you have painted,
Carol.”
Carol: “See, it’s a jungle. See, a jungle and it goes round and
round and you can’t get out.”
(She uses her arm to follow the lines of her painting.)
Mrs. S: “There doesn’t seem to be any way out?”
Carol: “No.”
Carol continued to work through her confusion. She came back to the
pre-school for a second year, and by the end of that time she was a fullfunctioning child ready for kindergarten.
TO A CHILD WHO MAY HAVE TO LIVE WITH A PHYSICAL
INCAPACITY
Being a Presence means helping a girl who may have to live with a
physical difference.
Sally is an exuberant, happy child. She wears traction straps
on her legs to correct them. Unless you knew they were under her
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pants, you would not believe they were there. No one thinks about
them. She climbs and runs better than the boys. The morning is
never long enough for her to finish all the playing she wants to do.
One morning in December, her father tells me that the
doctor wants Sally to have some tests to determine whether she has
a physical disability. The day after the tests, while the family is still
awaiting the results, Sally arrives early at school. She is her usual
happy self and is anxious to start playing. I have to go to the office
across the street, so I take her with me. The street is icy, so on the
way back I pick her up to carry her across the street.
Sally: “They did tests yesterday.”
Mrs. S: “At the doctor’s?”
Sally: “Why did it have to happen to me?”
Mrs. S: “You can’t figure out why it should happen to you?”
Sally: “But why did it happen to me? With all the other
children? Why?”
Mrs. S: “To you this is the hard part.”
Sally: “But my daddy says I’ll be all right.”
Mrs. S: “You would like to believe this?”
Sally: “Yes.”
Mrs. S: “I believe it, Sally. I believe you will be all right.”
I put her down and she runs into the room to play. Earlier in
the school year she had called me on our play telephone in the preschool.
Sally: “Mrs. Snyder, the telephone is ringing.”
(I put one hand to my ear and start talking through
the other hand.)
Mrs. S: “Hello, is this you, Sally?”
Sally: “Doctor, you must come and see Susan (a doll). She
won’t keep on her twisters (traction straps). She
keeps taking them off.”
Mrs. S: “Susan is having trouble with her twisters?”
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Sally: “Yes, she won’t leave them on. She keeps taking
them off. She keeps them on all day until two o’clock.
Then she won’t leave them on any longer.”
Mrs. S: “She gets along until two o’clock, then she has to take
them off?”
Sally: “Yes. You better come over and help her.”
Mrs. S: “Well, do you suppose it will help her if she knows
that she will not have to wear them all of her life?
That she only has to wear them a little longer?”
Sally: “Yes, I’ll tell her.”
Mrs. S: “All right. Good-bye.”
Sally: “But there is something else. She likes Dr. X, but not
Dr. Z.”
Mrs. S: “She needs to see two doctors?”
Sally: “Yes, Dr. X is very nice.”
Mrs. S: “She feels good about him.”
Sally: “Yes, but she doesn’t like Dr. Z.”
Mrs. S: “She needs to see Dr. Z to help her, but he doesn’t
seem so kind?”
Sally: “Yes. And there’s something else.”
Mrs. S: “Something more?”
Sally: “Yes. Susan just doesn’t like to take a bath!”
Mrs. S: “Susan doesn’t like to take a bath?”
Sally: “She doesn’t like the soap. It hurts her legs.”
Mrs. S: “The soap hurts her. Perhaps there would be a kind
of soap …”
Sally: “Good-bye.”
Sally had parents who did a good job of explaining things to her. At
school she was just trying to work things out so that she could be sure.
Fortunately, the results showed that Sally did not have a permanent physical
disability.
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ENJOYING WHAT IS HAPPENING
Sometimes a teacher is being a Presence when she just enjoys what a child
is saying.
Sam: “What, Mrs. Snyder?”
At first I answer matter-of-factly.
Mrs. S: “What do you mean, Sam?”
Then I see his dancing eyes.
Sam: “What, Mrs. Snyder?”
This time I realize that he just wants to relate in fun. Sam is
very interested in words.
Mrs. S: “What white wiffin woofer went woo woo?”
This is pure delight to him and he follows me across the
room with laughing eyes.
Sam: “Say that again, Mrs. Snyder.”
This exchange illustrates the simple delight of being yourself with a
feeling of fun. It is also responding relevantly to his excitement.
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DELIGHT TOGETHER
The children enjoy playing on top of the ventilator in our
school yard after they know what it is. On the first day of school,
May seems fearful when she looks down the ventilator.
Mrs. S: “May, that’s the ventilator where fresh air is taken in
for the building.”
(I step on top.)
“See the air comes in the top and goes through that
screen, then into the building so there is good fresh
air inside.”
(She looks down and notices there were two small
cars down inside.)
May: “Get the cars out.”
Dale: (Who had been in the school last year)
Michael’s blue car down there.”

“That’s

May: “Get them out.”
Dale: “You can’t get them out.”
Mrs. S: “That’s right, Dale. The top is too heavy to take off.
It is so strong we can step on it.”
(Dale gets on with me and points down.)
Dale: “That’s our pretend zoo.”
Mrs. S: “There is a giraffe down there. I’ll bet he is h
hungry. I will have to find something for him to eat.”
(I pick up a leaf and put it down. Dale gets some
weeds.)
Dale: “Here, tiger. Nice tiger. Grr.”
Mrs. S: “That fierce tiger was glad to get something to eat.”
(Dale smiles and feels strong, then he goes for more
food.)
May: “This is for the elephant. He has a long nose.”
Harold:

“This is for the alligator with sharp teeth.”
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Mrs. S: “You have to be careful when you feed alligators
with sharp teeth so that they don’t bite your hand.”
Harold:

“You feed him, Mrs. Snyder.”

Mrs. S: “If you hold it like this, I think you can do it so he
doesn’t bite your hand.”
(He carefully “feeds” the alligator.)
It isn’t long before most of the children in the school joined
in our fun with our pretend zoo. They added a kangaroo, gorilla,
dinosaur, lion, spider, cats, dogs, pigs, frogs, and chickens, making
the appropriate noise for each animal. It was a noisy zoo.
A ventilator that had seemed strange and somewhat threatening to the
children became something that could be stepped on, and something that offered
all kinds of play possibilities. A group became Presences to each other by the
spinning of our imaginations, and it was the beginning of all kinds of imaginary
play during the year. Sometimes the ventilator became an airplane, a boat, a jail,
or a place to dance on, and when it snowed it became a good warming house.
But the best thing it became was the zoo with its hungry animals.
CHILDREN BEING A PRESENCE TO TEACHERS
Children who live in a caring atmosphere take on this caring for each
other and for their teachers.
At the beginning of the spring quarter, Tom, a new student
teacher, comes into the school for the first time. He had never had
any experience with young children. Four-year-old Estelle notices
him sitting in a corner of the school yard looking very serious.
Estelle goes to him, touches his shoulders, and comes close to his
face.
Estelle: “Haven’t you had any birthdays?”
Tom: “Yes, I’ve had birthdays.”
(Feeling awkward about it.)
Estelle: “Didn’t your mother bake you cakes?”
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Tom: “Yes, my mother baked me cakes.”
Estelle: “And didn’t she put candles on them?”
Tom: “Yes, I had candles on my cakes.”
Estelle: “Then why are you so sad?”
Tom was both upset and greatly touched by such a kind concern coming
from a little girl. It helped him relax. He even smiled and felt at ease. Children
became real people to him.
FULFILLMENT FOR TEACHER AND CHILD
Presence is an important word for the teacher to keep in her mind. It sums
up all that we have been talking about. It tells us what an I is, and what we hope
to meet in our children. With the help of this word, we can recover our identity
as an adult who is good to be around children. Presence tells us what the child
loses when we fail to relate as a Presence.
Presence says to a child:
“I am here – right in this situation. I am not paying attention to
somebody else, or talking without listening.”
“I’m here for you, I’m with you. I’m on your side of your growth –
permanently. To me you are not a problem or a discipline case, nor
clay to be shaped by me; but a momentum to exist. You are a
power and have a right to be. I feel in you the pulse of life.”
“I accept you as a fellow human being whom I believe in. No
matter how we may disagree, we believe in something together.
No matter how hard we struggle, I will not reject you. We will
always get back together, I too am something you must take
account of. Every so often, I am lost in wonder, amazement, and
delight when I meet you.”
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Presence is a fascinating mystery that is in motion, becoming more than it
was a moment ago. What was defeat, a mistake, a problem, is being changed
into thought, new relationship, new attempt. Such Presence enlarges the
meaningful space in which a child moves. Creation is going on.
The teacher who holds onto a definition of herself as a Presence, who
keeps growing in her ability to understand the existence of a child, and who is an
integrity that can be encountered, is significantly person.
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A SYNOPSIS OF SIX BASIC CONCEPTS

This synopsis is a cognitive map that explains the specific meaning and
structure of the most essential words and phrases used in the book. An effort is
made to identify the important components of each concept and some of the
sources that have contributed to its development. Taken together, these
interrelated concepts form a cluster of ideas that describe a style of being human
and a viewpoint from which we live with children.
JUSTICE CULTURE
A Justice Culture is a system of love for everybody in a learning and fun
environment. The primary goal is to produce full-functioning children who can
operate with vitality out of inner meanings and feelings, and care deeply for
others.
(1)
• A Justice Culture is a creative fidelity to each other’s growth. A person
knows that others will stand up, not only for their own rights, but for justice
to others and to the whole. “When one is hurt, all are hurt.” The joy of one
lights up others.
• The approach to others is constructive and redemptive, not punitive,
derogative, or coercive.
(2)
• In a Justice Culture all are in the covenant of first class citizens. Teachers (and
parents) enable children to function and be in relationship. They are
participants and examples, not centers of arbitrary power who are above the
law.
• Justice is an essential ongoing process. There are established ways of living
together and working through conflicts. Feelings are understood and
constructively processed within a structure of honesty and fairness. Natural
consequences are experienced. Children are not hit, teased, threatened, or
terrorized. Justice is never understood as requiring punishment or
sanctioning revenge. Those who misbehave or withdraw are healed and
restored to healthy functioning.
(3)
• A Justice Culture is a corporateness. All share in its creation. Responsibility
is felt to keep it going. Many Life Worlds are in healthy relationship and each
is better able to function as a person.
• This corporate group has an identity, a territory, and a distinctive style that
cannot be violated or profaned with impunity. Members will resist invasion
of its life space and destruction of its ethic.

170

•

•

•

•

•

A Justice Culture is a little community of people trying to bring itself off in a
precarious and sometimes tragic world. Justice is basic to their identity. It is
the essential process and intention that structures and shapes their culture.
A Justice Culture is the opposite of anarchy or an individualism where people
are always looking out for “number one” and “doing their own thing.” It is
the opposite of terrorism where each does to others what he or she pleases. It
is the opposite of authoritarianism where the power of a few is used to force
others into obedience and unquestioning conformity.
(4)
A Justice Culture is a culture of meanings. Each person’s behavior is
understood in the light of their own meanings and Life World. Change and
growth are enabled by the interiorization and formation of meaning, not by
mechanically rewarding and punishing responses. As people begin to
operate out of a fullness of personal meanings the need for external direction
and control diminishes.
A Justice Culture is guided by what is known to be the meaning of the
“Highest and the Best.” Basic standards of excellence and rightness are
recognized which are above individual whims and tastes. There is a
transcendence over what happens to which all can appeal and by which
power is governed. Life-giving structures challenge us and make selfcorrection possible.
Culture is the meanings which generations of people have wrested out of life,
and those they are now manufacturing. Corporateness is not merely a social
organization but a society made possible by shared meanings and
interpretations. The culturing of meanings is always going on. Each member
must have access to the process, be understood and taken account of. Shared
experiences and their mutually arrived at interpretations become “significant
symbols” that organize life and call forth creative energies.
CONSCIENCE

Conscience is deeply caring for self and others, and the competencies and
meanings that empower this caring.
(1)
• Conscience is
-the thrust to become a significant and full-functioning person. The push
toward incarnation. To be a truth, rather than merely to know or talk about it.
-the hunger to be in relationship. That which moves us to reconcile with
those whom we have alienated or let down.
-the continuing search for rightness with the “Highest and Best, “ combined
with a fidelity to what we believe in.
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-the move to transcend what is, and what we have been. We are dissatisfied
with shortcomings and mediocrities. We are not neutral in respect to justice
and injustice, honesty and phoniness, truth and monstrous lies.
(2)
• Conscience is “the call of possibility.” (Heidegger) Also the “yes” we
give to a chance to enable something better become real.
• With conscience, all dimensions of time (future-past-present) can be in a
new way. We fashion a preferred style of Life World.
(3)
• Much of conscience is the significant adults and respected companions
whom we have interiorized. Conscience is largely learned by “modeling”
and participation.
(4)
• Conscience is an internal governance system. Understandings of self and
the outside world are integrated into a self-in-world. An essential
centered self is maintained.
• Conscience always works with and image of what kind of world this is. It
sizes up who is to e dealt with. Within a person’s conscience is a
somewhat enduring frame of orientation which determines perceptions,
interpersonal strategies, and world building. It awakens or deadens the
energies of joyous self-giving.
(5)
• Conscience power comes from the experiences of being cared for, the
sensing of other persons as struggling, suffering, exulting selves trying for
Life World, and the development of interpersonal competencies.
(6)
• Healthy conscience requires competencies in understanding, processing
and communicating feelings, and constructive activity with other.
(7)
• Conscience is integrity work. Trueing-up the self, choosing between
better and worse, moving toward dependable identity, resisting invasion
and disintegration.
• Going for wholeness rather than remaining fragmented and unstoried.
Being genuine rather than inauthentic.
****
With healthy conscience, we exist as a center of love and freedom, within
warm membership in a group of respected compatriots.
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SOCIALITY
We believe in each other and in something together. We can count on
each other.
(1)
• In a true community of life something of each of us dwells in the other.
We have interiorized, in a respecting way, the self-in-world that others
are. Our own Life World is created, in part, from these interiorizations.
We interiorize into the deepest regions of the self the valuings of ourselves
by significant adults as well as their manner of relating to others.
Interiorizing is a concept derived for George Herbert Mead. It is not the
same as copying behavior or internalizing something – which can be done
without integrating it within the central self. Without this process of
interiorizing there is no intersubjectivity. (Merleau-Ponty)
(2)
• Some of the words and phrases the group uses are understood in about
the same way by all. They dependably call forth congruent action and we
all know that they will. They come out of common, and sometimes
intense, experiences. Some become “significant symbols” that organize
our meanings and call forth our energies. (Mead)
***
We are not alone. We can give and receive communication since we share
each other’s memories and pictures in our minds. We can get things done
and grow.
LIFE WORLD
A child goes forth … and the persons, things, pulsings of earth life become
part of this child for that day and for all days. He interiorizes and symbolizes
them . He reorganizes them into the project of his being-in-the-world.
(1)
• The human mind is intentionality. It forms gestalts, the most basic being
the Life World. Bits and pieces of “earth” and ourselves are put into a
workable pattern. The self is a worlding process.
• A Life World is lived. It is not just and intellectual world view to which
the self is uncommitted.
(2)
• A Lived Life World is formed out of the interaction of our energies and
the energies of our environment.
• A Preferred Life World, that has a rightness to it, also exists as a picture in
our mind. We try to bring it off. If we cannot, we feel we have been
denied being. This Life World has become our life story and identity.
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When the stable organization of a meaningful Life World comes apart, we,
too, become disintegrated.
(3)
Always, to some degree, the lived and preferred Life Worlds are a joint
creation of ourselves and the outside world. The world around us is also
forming energies! (It is a bit hard on us to learn this.)
(4)
A Life World is an accessible network of significant memories and
symbols with which to recognize, interpret, and invent moments of
worlding. Unless we understand the worlding going on in a child’s mind,
at best we are clumsy.
(5)
A Life World is unique to that person and a variation of the corporate Life
World contemporaries are creating. Worlding takes place in the midst of
Life Worlds.
(6)
To be human is to have a project. For the moment everything has
meaning within that project. (A tricycle is not an object but is part of a
project in an arena of action on its way of becoming meaningful Life
World for the child.)
(7)
A person is strategies for bringing off a preferred Life World … a world fit
for hiding and flight … or a world for fighting and looking out for
“number one” … or fit for pleasuring … or a world fit for creating
together …
***
As teachers we are developing Life Worlds and competencies in worlding.

BEING
Being is spirited existence. “I am. I am able. I am a member.” “The
world is an exciting place. It’s fun to be with people. Thinking together makes it
more fun."
(1)
• Being means being person; a caring, struggling, feeling, interpreting,
inventing, participating, and worlding self. A self that is becoming
something in particular, that lives knowing what to be true to. In touch with
self and the being of other people.
(2)
• Being is unique.
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“And there is nobody else in the whole world exactly like you.” “I am for
your growth as a person.”
The species “humankind” becomes incarnate.
(3)
• The language of being is active and participatory, not frozen or possessive.
Being rather than having. “Being something” rather than “having something,”
“being in relationship” rather than “having relationship,” “being integrity”
rather than “having integrity,” as if integrity were a package you carry
around and occasionally exhibit, a trait rather than a state of existence.
(4)
• Being is “living form.” Not just a structure, but a forming form that creates
many structures and events.
(5)
• Being is a duration of time. “Up bubbles the stream of time,” bringing up to
date the heritage of the past. The self projects futures, venturing beyond
already established satisfactions.
***
“Only he knows the truth who participates in the truth.” (Kierkegaard)
PRESENCE
Unmistakably here. Through the rush and things of the world, a voice
and a face from the realm of the personal … appears. A “Thou” is here to be
taken account of.
(1)
• Fully here. Not meandering around, playing games with others, at war with
itself. An integrity.
(2)
• A “Holy” – not to be violated, profaned, ignored, treated as a thing – is
developing its true nature in my presence. I do not control it. Nor would I
want to.
(3)
• A bearer of destiny is present. Help is here, able to set in motion a
transformation of the situation. There is an invitation to create together.
(4)
• A Depth … a fascinating moreness yet to become unhidden … is addressing
me-in-particular, in my uniqueness at this moment. The relationship is
starkly I-Thou.
***
“The world comes to me in the form of a person.” (Martin Buber)
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AFTERWARD: A WAY OF BEING WITH CHILDREN
by Linda B. Hunter Ph.D.

After each episode of violence in our schools people lament and wonder:
When will we ever learn? What we need to learn is what the authors of this book
knew and practiced 20 years ago. The Young Child as Person offers a way of
helping to prevent violence by creating policies and practices in schools that
welcome children's emotional and social selves, uplift their spirits, and nourish
their inner lives. This way of being with children provides an environment in
which to raise compassionate, socially skillful young people who can face the
many challenges they inherit.
The challenges that face children have become more intense in the 20
years since the Snyders wrote this wonderful book. The vast majority of young
children are in child care for many hours each day. Many children are not
allowed to play freely outside with peers for fear of community violence and
distrust of strangers. Virtual activities have taken over whatever play time
children have. TV and video games, often played alone, are stunting the
development of imagination and relationships. An educational focus on
standardized testing means academic learning is displacing the more
imaginative, creative and playful activities even for very young children in
preschool. Violence throughout the world, portrayed immediately and
extensively by the media, has given us new definitions of what we do not want
our children to grow up to be – surpassing even the horrors of gang bangers and
drug dealers of the 70s. We now have nightmares of school shooters, terrorists
and suicide bombers.
Before all these issues became so pressing, the Snyders gave us a vision of
what schools need to provide to develop the kind of children who can enter into
society with positive, humane attitudes. The most important directions that
education has taken in the new century are found in this book.

PERSON-CENTERED PRESENCE
The philosophy of Carl Rogers that underlies the Snyders' work and most
of 21st Century play therapy, is about respect for and appreciation of the
potential of each child as s/he discovers how to live in and organize an ever
changing "Life World" and be in caring relationship with others.
Out of this philosophy comes the attitudes the teacher holds about the
child - acceptance, non-judgment, caring, patience, trust, as well as the goal of
truly understanding and empathizing with the child's perspective and "Life
World".
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Out of these attitudes come the techniques that play therapists and
teachers like the Snyders use to create an environment free of obstacles to the
child's growth. These are the methods outlined in this book that convey
acceptance and caring to the child, encouraging and empowering the
development of the whole person.
With zero tolerance for physical violence now the norm in our schools, the
old problem of bullying has taken a less visible but equally devastating form.
Ridicule, verbal intimidation, and social rejection by peers attack a child's sense
of self-worth, evoking shame, anxiety, fear, anger and feelings of helplessness.
Recent studies have shown peer victimization to be one of the most overlooked
contemporary educational problems. Teachers notice and intervene in only one
out of every 25 episodes. Unfortunately, it has taken highly visible, revenge
crimes by victims to bring this issue to national attention.
Programs to confront this problem contain the elements described so
beautifully in this book. What is needed is to promote healthy expression of
feelings, encourage empathy, and create a caring, cooperative "Justice Culture" in
the classroom. In currently relevant words, the Snyders describe the Justice
Culture as the "opposite of terrorism" which they define as each doing to others
what they please with power as its own justification.
To correct these attitudes, the focus needs to be just where these authors
have placed it, on translating concepts like helpful, responsible, caring, and
cooperative into practice. As the Snyders show us, the effective way to respond
to offensive language and gestures is not with a reprimand but with the integrity
of the adult in making sure that the “justice culture” is observed, with “active
understanding” in which all children involved in an episode experience the
understanding given the others, and with assistance in learning how to stand up
for justice in a way that restores relationship. They show clearly how to work
through situations so that children have opportunities to make decisions, take
responsibility for their own behavior, and learn to share and cooperate because
they care for others and want to play.
THE IMPORTANCE OF FEELINGS
Feelings motivate behavior and are the "driving force to full functioning".
Feelings are the "ground out of which caring grows". Awareness of one's own
and other's feelings is what builds what the authors call "conscience" and today
is more often called empathy and is the basis of what will overcome violence and
terrorism. This is what the authors rightly see as the central task of preschool learning to be in relationships based on caring. Caring arises from opportunities
to identify, understand and act constructively on their feelings. Hearing their
feelings put into words allows them to make sense of what is going on inside.
Putting the children's feelings and thoughts into "fresh language" empowers
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them to understand themselves and know they are not alone with their
overwhelming emotions.
PLAY THERAPY
The role of the adult, whether teacher, parent or therapist, in the model
this book presents, is listening to and observing the whole, current child, staying
with the immediate feelings, not jumping ahead to instruction or back to
recriminations, or hurrying past what the child is ready for. The focus is to
understand the essence of the child's situation as a person in the moment. This
involves learning to control many automatic impulses in relating to children. We
say we bite our tongues a lot as we are learning to do this work. Part II of this
book, which describes and teaches the functions of the "significant adult," puts
into terms for teachers the elements of the "art of understanding". The authors
show why and how "probing" generates defensiveness and withdrawal;
"instructing" robs children of the opportunity to think for themselves and
"supporting" invalidates feelings. They promote encouragement instead of
evaluation and praise. Praise, they show, creates an "other-directed conscience".
Encouragement is about celebrating children's effort and accomplishment so that
they develop inner standards and ego strength.
The authors recognize the importance of play for children's growth. Play
is not only the primary language of the child, but the vehicle through which
children explore the world, form relationships, learn about themselves and
others, and develop emotional health and resilience. By observing, facilitating,
and entering into a child's play, adults can understand the personal meanings of
the child's behavior, can become aware of "the growing the child is working on",
and can help the child break out of personal limitations. By encouraging the
child's imagination, a sense of future and hope blooms. Through this way of
being with children, adults can connect to and nurture the "caring, feeling,
interpreting, inventing, participating" person of the child.
TEACHING THE TEACHERS
The Young Child as Person gave me, as a play therapist who worked often
in school settings, the material and inspiration to bring this child-centered
perspective back to the pre-school. While Filial Therapy (developed by Bernard
and Louise Guerney years ago) is now being used extensively to teach play
therapy skills to parents, Kinder Therapy (as in Kindergarten) is a more recent
attempt to bring these techniques to the classroom. In this way the parent or
teacher becomes the 'therapeutic agent', providing the extra help some children
need to function successfully as well as the nurturing environment that helps all
children thrive.
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My first attempt to teach this to teachers was as a mental health consultant
to a Head Start program. While the staff of the school liked the sound of these
skills to manage feelings and behaviors in the classroom, some teachers felt it
would be too difficult to implement. Examples from the book convinced them.
The story of Toby in chapter 3 allows teachers to see how children's hurtful and
difficult behaviors can be addressed and modified using the understanding and
caring techniques described in chapters 4-7. When discipline is used to promote
safety, fairness, and relationship, not as punishment, Toby himself comes to the
realization that what he really wants is to play with, not hurt, others. The
examples of Bob in chapter 8 and Neal in chapter 9 show how children's
behavior communicates the problems and growing that they are working on and
how structures and methods can be developed that promote a beneficial outcome
of that work for child, teacher and class.
More recently teachers in all grades of school have responded positively
to these well described illustrations. A new program founded and run by
colleague Jane Robinson, LMHC, uses this book to train teachers and model
these skills in the classroom, and thus to transform many pre-schools and child
care settings into the nurturing, positive environments that the 'village' needs to
raise resilient, emotionally intelligent, happy children.
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client-centered group model which makes play and sand tray play
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shelters, hospitals and other community settings.
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SIX STEPS FOR HANDLING ANY CONFLICT SITUATION
(It is not necessary to follow all of these steps in every situation, but
difficult or complicated situations may require them all.)
1. ESTABLISH SAFETY
Make the situation safe so no one is being physically or emotionally hurt.
Use only enough physical power or control to make the environment safe,
but not to punish. Let go as soon as possible.
2. FIND OUT WHAT HAPPENED AND HOW PEOPLE FEEL ABOUT IT
If possible, in a calm manner, without probing or criticizing, enable
children to explain what has happened and how they feel about it.
[“Something happened?”]
3. UNDERSTAND EACH PERSON’S FEELINGS
Put into words your understanding of the intentions and feelings of those
that are involved.
4. MAINTAIN THE JUSTICE CULTURE
Explain what the justice culture means in this situation. (A Justice Culture
is SAFE, FAIR, and CONSTRUCTIVELY CARING; it enables people to
function and restores people to productive participation.)
5. GIVE CHILDREN A CHANCE TO SOLVE THE PROBLEM
Involve those who are present in solving the problem. Help by defining
the problem in a way they can handle it; do not give them a solution right
away.
6. ENABLE CHILDREN TO FUNCTION IN RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH
OTHER
Figure out what the children are trying to accomplish and find a way to
make it, or something better, happen.
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