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ABSTRACT : '

The question-of .what children need for optimal
development is discussed, The "principlie- of optimum effects" is seen
as fundamental: good for children is only good for them in the
"right" of optimum proportions. Seven propositions about the needs of
children are advanced: (1) The young child has to have a deep sense
of safety: (2) every child has to have adequate--not excessive--self
esteem: {3) every child has to feel or experience his/her life as
worth living, reasonably satisfying, interesting and authentic; (4)
young children need adults or older children who help them make sense
o'f their own experiences; (5) young children have to have adults who
accept the authority that is theirs by virtue of their greater
‘experience, knowledge and wisdom; (6) young children need optimum
association with adults and older children who exemplify the personal
qualities we want them to acquire; (7) children need relationships or
experiences with adults who.are willing to take a stand on what is
worth doing,-having, knowing and caring about. (Ruthor/Ms)
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THE YOUNG CHILD IN FOCUS

LiTian G. Katz, Ph.D.
Professor of Early Ch11dhood Education-
Director, ERIC Clearinghouse on Early Childhood Education

I want to take the opportunity éF this oﬁéning session to address the con-
ference theme in a general way and to speak to those concerns we all share
as parents, teachers, government officials, agenéy directors, public éervants,
tertiary educators and political leaders,

I hope you will keep it in mind that I speak to you from the perspective
of experience in another country. The extent to wﬁich my remarks are- approp-
riate to the‘Austra]ian scene will have to be‘évaiuated by each of you. My
remarks here represent no official pos7t1on, rather they are based-oﬁ'my ovin
thinking and 1ntarprehat1an of the state-of-the-art of early childhood educa-
tion and development. Hnt

I note that in the Australian Preschool Association's BOGETEt Policy

Statement on Children's Services eleven Association aims are Tisted (pp. 4-5),

3

the first of which is "To pramote the optimum developmeént of the preschogi
child." I want to dadress this aim by recount1ﬁq a recent experience with a
group of young=and zzalous students who were discussing the reactions and
impressions they had from working in day éére Een%efsi Dné youn§ woman spoke
of licr experience in deep]y disappo7nted ‘tones. Among the complaints aga1nst
the’ pragram she T1sted was. that the d1rectar PéfUSEd to let the chl]dren have |
smali animals in the center env1ronment o1 T15tened apprECTat1ve]y for a-while
to. the rlghtéau% indignation only the young and 1nexper1enced-can enjoy. . I-
then asxed her as gently as I could:” "Let's specu1ate What do you th1nk

- are the chances that a ch11d can develop into optimum adulthood w1thout haV1ng
had animals to play with in the day care center?" After a few moments'-thought



she indicated that the chances were fairly éoad; "What about finger paint? .
S1ock\p1ay? Can a child grow into normal adulthood without them .n the ‘day
care center?" I asked. AX]iveiy discussion followed these questions, Teading
all of us to search for answers to the question, What does eééh child have
to have for optimum development? T want here to share with you ny own answers
té this question by offering seven interre]ated DFDPDSitiDﬂ;. I hope thése
propositions will be helpful to you as you inspect your own answers to the
question, Vhat does each child have to have for optimum development?
The seven pfopasitions below are built upon an assumed first principle
which 1 have diccussed on earlier visits, (Katz, 1976) namely, that whatever
is good for children is only guod for them in the "riéht“ or optimum propor-
tions. Another way of saying;it is that just because something is good for
children, more of it is not necessarily bétter for théhi This “princiﬁTe of
optimun effects" applies Lo so many influences on zhi1dr2ﬁ5‘ environments that
I have often referred to.it as the "Law of thi'mum [liff’et:t;;;i” Among the nll,;zﬁy
examp1és are: attention, affection, stimulation, iﬁdepeﬂaencei nnye1ty, choices
of activities, etc. "All of the latter can be ih@ught to be "good" for children.
But only in optimum am@unﬁs, frequen;ies or intensities.. . o .
Taking the first principje of optinmum effects as fundamental, we can

% : _
return to the question of what children have to have for optimum development.

Proposition One: The yoﬁﬂg child has_to have a deep sense of safety.
I am referring here to psyché]ogica? safety, which we usually speak oF:ag a
sense of "security." Bﬁt ovérlthe last twenty years or so the term "security“
has come to be used as a cliche, By psychological safety'I fefer to the |
SUbjECtTVE-FEETinQ of being connected and attached to one or more others.
'ExperienCing oneself aérattachedg éonﬁécted - or safe - comes not just from

Tin

] significant, etc.

being loved, but from feeling

~loved, feeling wanted, fee
to an optimum (not maximum) degree.. Note that the emphasis here is more on

feeling Toved and wanted than on being Toved and wanﬁedz '




. As I understand early development, feeling strongly bonded or attached
comes nct from the warmth and kindness of carctakers alone. The feelings are
a consequence of the child perceiving that what he (or she) does, or does not

do, really matters to others--matters so much that they will pick him up,

comfort him, éet angry and even Sioid him. Safety, then, grows out of befng
able to trust peap?éfto respond not just warmly but really. |

I suggest that this pr@pbsition applies to all children, whether they are
wealthy or poor, at home or at school; whether they are handicapped or normal
at whatever their ages uﬁti1 perhaps young adulthood,

Proposition Two: Every child has to have adequate - not excessive -

self-esteem. At first §1ance‘thi5 seems to be such a simple proposition. bBut
a few comments are in order here.

It is useful to keep it in inind fhat‘one does not acquire self-esteem
at a certain moment in childhood and then have it forever. Self-esteem is
nurtured by and respodsive to the significant otﬁeré - adults, siblings and
other chi1dfen, throughout the grawfng years.

Even more importanﬁ:to remember here ié that one cannot have self-esteem
in a vaguﬁm. Our self-esteem results from evaluations of ourselves against
criteria. We evaluate ourselves as esti@ab1e against criteria which we acquire®
very early in 1ife. We acquire them in our families, neigiborhoods, ethnic
groups and later on from peer groups and the larger community. Early in life
these criteria_against which we come to evaluate ourselves as acceptable,
worthwhi1ea—against wh%ch we judge or exﬁerienie curselves as‘?qveabTeiﬁvary
from family to family. In some families beéptyfis a criterion; in chers,‘
neatness, or athletic ability or toughness are criteria. Cansider:that criteria
Tike being dainty, or quiet, Dr'taikative, or pious or we17~manﬂeredlar aca-
qgﬁica11¥ precocious, éfc. might constitute the criteria againstiwhich young

v

children are judged loveable, Qarthyj and acceptable.
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It 1s of course the right, if not the duty, of each family to establish
what it considers to be the criteria against which esteem is accorded. The
proéess and the patterns by which they are implemented are most 1jké1y'uné
selfconscious in formulation as well as exﬁressﬁan. One of our responsibilities
as educators is to be sensitive to the family's own criteria. We may not
agree w'th the family's definition of the “ggadrﬁcyf‘or the "good girl." But
we would be very unwise to down-grade, undermine., or in other ways, violate the
self-esteem criteria the children bring with them, even though we must he'ip
children acquire critetja.which must serve to ﬁrétect the welfare of the whole
“group in our care. I. cannot think of any way in whigh it could help a child
to have his respect for his family undermined.

1 suggest that children have to have optimun, self-esteem wherever they are,
- whether they arg weaTthy or poor, handicapped or normal throughout their grow-

ing years.x - ° 1

Proposition Three: Every child has to feel, or expgrignceﬂhjs/hgr,Tjjg.

as worth living, reasonably satisfying, interesting and authentic.

I have in %ind here the potential hazard inherent=iﬂ,modern indlstriaiized
societies of creating environments and experiences f@r'yéung children which
are superficial, phaney; skallow and trivial.
This‘prapositian suggests that we involve children in activifies,fgnd
interactions about activities, whfcﬁ are real to them, significant to them aﬁd.
;intrigug théhi It suggests also that WE resist the;temptatiaﬁ té settle just
for what amuses them. I would suggest as a criterién fOquhi1dréﬂSi a;tiv%ties
that they are useful if they give children Dbportunitjes to operate on thei§
own experiences, to reconsiruct their own Envirnnménts and if they give us
" opportunities to he?ﬁ children to learn what meanings to assign to thedir

" experiences.
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As T visit early childhood programs . in both dcve]oped and developing
countries, I am Qruvcked to ponder whether people have taken our Tong- -standing
emphasis on warmth and kindness, acceptance and love to mean: Let's pe nice
to children. As 1 watch adults being nice and kind and gentle, I often specula
as to whether if I were a child in such a p1easant environment I would Took
at the adu1ts and say to myself--everybody is kind and sweet, but inside them
is there anybody the?*

It seems to me that children should be able to Fee1 that their Tives are
real, authcnt1c, wnrth living and sat1sfy1ng whether they are at the, 1ﬂ school
or day care centers th: oughcut the1r growing years.

Propas1t10n Four Young ch11dren need adu]ts or oner ch17drcn who he1p

them tc make sense of their own expeciences

By the time we meet the young children in our care they have already
acqu1red some understandings or construct?cns .0f their exper1ences Their

understandings Or constructions may be incorrect or inaccurate although develop-

“mentally appropriate. As 1 see 1t; our magcr respcﬁ51b111ty is to help the

ycung‘tp improve, extendg refine, develop and deepen their own understandings

or COﬂStFUCtTOﬂS of their own worlds. As they grow older and reach primary

\school age we may help them with thETF understand1ngs of other peoples' worlds.

Indeed, increasing refinement and deepen1ng of undgrstandings is a life-Tong

process.

&7

What do young children ﬁeed or want to make sense of? Certainly people, .

_ what they do, what they will do next, how they feel; how things.arcund them

are made and how they work; how they themse1ves, and othec 11v1ng th?ngs gcow,

where peopie and things come from, and so forth, The Tist is end1ess

—— - - iF

*This theme is developed more fu?]y'in the Alice CreswicK Memorial Lecture,
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1f we are to help young chi]dren to improve and devé1ap their under- ;P

standings of their experiences we muvt uncover what those understandings are.

" The ungovering that we do, or that occurs as children engage in the activities ’
we ﬁravfde? helps us to make good decisions aboﬁt what to éover; or what sub-
sequent activities to plan. |

Youngsters necd help in making sense of their experiences wherever ‘they are:
at home or in programs, whatever their backgrounds, and throughoﬁt theif grow-
ing years.

Proposition Five: Young children have to have adults who accept the author-

ity that is theirs by virtue of their greater experience, knowledge and wisdom.
This proposition is based on the assumption tﬁat neithér as parents or as
. educators are we caught between the extremes of auth@ritarianisﬁ or permissive-
ﬁessggiAuthéritarianism may be defined as the exercise of power without warmth,
encouragement, or exp?anatﬁan; Permissiveness may be seen as the abdicatfon’af
power Eut offers children warmth, encouragement and §u§paft as £hey seem to
need it. I am suggéstiﬂg that young thildren have to have, instead of theée

extremes, adults who are authoritative, i.e. adults who exercise their very

conSTderabTe power over the 11ves of young ch11dren with warmth, support,

encouragement and adequate explanations. The concept of autho:.tat1veness a]so

includes treatiﬂg‘chi1greﬁ with respect, i.e! treating their opinions, fee11ngs,
 wishe53 and ideas etc. as valid even when we disagree with them. To respect
people wé agyéehwith is no great problem; respecting thbse whose ide§5? wishes,
and feelings are différent %rom ours may be a mark of wisdom in parents anda
genuine professionalism in teachers.

The comb1nat10ﬂ of the exercise of opt1mum power and opt1mum warmth
1mp11ed in authoritativeness is helpful for ch11dren wherever they are, what=
everfj:heimbackground3 throughout their youth.
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Y. Efppp?jﬁjqp Six:_ Young children need optimum association with adults
_ ' Ny ’
and older children who exemplify the personal qualities we want them to gcquitgf

Make your own 1ist of the qualities you want the young children in yaur
care tg\acqu1r— There may be some differences among us. But 1t is 11Fe1)
that there are some qualities we all want all ch11dren to have, e.g. the capacity
to care for and about others, honesty, kindness, acceptance of thgse who are
d1fferEht from them5e1ves, the Tove Df Tearn1ng, and so forth

Th15 propos1t1an sugqests that we look around the childrens' environments
and ask to what extent do our children have contact with peop1e who exhibit
these qualities? We might ask also: To what extent do our‘children observe
people who are attractive and glamorous counter-examples of the qualities we
want to foster? It seémé to me thkat children ﬁeed cnmmuniiies Gr_societ{es
which take the steps necessary in order to protéct them, from excessive exposure’
;fo violence and crime while their characters are:s£511 in formation.

The rale- and 51gn1f1cance of adequate adult mode1s seems valid for all
children wherever they are, wherEVEr they come from, thraughout their deve1DpF
ing years. | |

.
Proposition Seven: Children need relationships or experiences with adults

who_are w1111ng to také a stand on what is worth doing, wnrth having, worth

— QgQQWiggjrand worthwcar1ﬂg about.

This perD31t1Dn Eeemb to be1abor the. obv1ous r_éut’in an age of increas-
ing emphasis on p]ura?1sm mu1t1 Cu]turaT1sm and community part1c1pat1on,:
professiaﬁa?s are ingreasingiy hesitant and apologetic about their own values.

It seems to me that such hesitancy 1n taking a Stand on,what is worthwhile
causes us to give our children unclear. signals about what is expected and’ what 15
o worth knowing and doing. When we do take a Stand; it does not guarantee that

£ B i B e . 7
our children will accept or agree with our version of the good 1ife.” Nor does




it imply that we reject others' versions of the good life. We must, in fact = *

cultivate our capacities to respect aiternétive;definitiong of the worthwhile
1ife. My point is that when we take a stand, with quiet conviction and crurage,
we help the young in that they can more easily see us as i@inking and caring
indivfdua1s who have enough seifaréépést to respect ouf own vaTQes as well
és others‘z I suggest that sucn thinkiqg and caring adults are impértant to
:hj1dren aﬁérever’they are, wherever they come from, thﬁoughdut devé1opment.

In summary, all seven propositions hang together on the central question
to which the conference is addressed, namely to our réspansi%i?ities for the

quaTity of the daily lives of all of our children - wherever they spend those

‘days; throughout- the long years of growth and development.
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