Children someumes do seemingly inexplicable things. Con-
sider these behaviors, which we have observed at schools in
New Haven, Conn.:

8 Several kindergartners routinely disrupted school assem-
blv programs

¥ A T-year-old filled his pockets with paper clips, pencils,
and other items from his teacher's desk, found her in the hall-
way. and—his pockets bulging with the evidence af “the
crime”—asked her a question as if nothing had happened.

® A thurd-grader never loocked or smiled at her teacher for
eight months and did just encugh work o get by

® On his first day at school, an 8-year-old transfer student
kicked his teacher in the leg and ran our of the buiiding.

® A 12-year-old whose behavior had improved a great deal
during the semester begzn  pick fights with other children
Just before the winter break After a hallway fight, he walked
Into his classroom, knocked over his desk, and stood in chal-
leneome defiance of all

@ Asevenmi-grier Was sulien and nosule in the cliassroom,
refusing o answer questions or do homework. Yet, in the hall-
ways and an the playground, he appeared friendly

B 3 16-year-ald entered her (unior year with 2 spectacular
academic and social record, and everyone expected that she
would be accepted arthe most competltive calleges in the land
Instead, she had a terrible junior year and was not accepted by
any top cclleges.

What does this behavior mean? Are these children bad, un-
couperative, rebellious? Do they have low academic achieve-
ment potential? These assumptions are made all toc often in
many schools. And all wo ofien, the only way teachers know
how 1o respond is to scold, punish, or exhort the students or
expect less of themn. Even when these afforts are well inten-
tioned, however, they are seldom effective. Bur why do stu-
dents do what they do? And how can the school staff respond
in ways that will be helpful and, ar the same time, promote 2
safe and arderly school enviconmeng?

Teachers can only be Lelpiul if they know more about how
children develop and respond to challenges in their lives.
When teachers berter understand the inextricable link between
develapment and learning—and how canditions in children's
lives and in school can either pose obstacles or nelp children
grow—they will be in a berer position to respond in appropri-
ate and useful ways

Student tasks, caretaker roles

Chuidren are born totally dependent, but they are expected to
pecome mereasingly independent and capable of interdepen-
<ent responsible relananshipsinan pen, demaocratic sociery.
By the age of 18. they are expecred 1o be able to carry oue all
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cho-emotional, ethical, linguistic, and intellecrual-cognitive,
Children are best able to grow in all these ways when their la-
teracuons with caretakers lead to a sense of belonging and
comiort. This usually produces the security and confidence
children need 10 take the chances that are invoived in lea ring
inthe process, they gain knowledge and skills related to all the
developmental pathways, We now know from research whar
ome hehavioral scientists have long irgued: that these cond:-
tions promote the development of the brain and full expres-
sion of endowed intelligence —the sense we are= born with
The sense of belonging and growth <hou!d <art at hemte
vien paredis provide cluldren with thewr basic needs. The -
facament il Sond At larms berveen them enables parents
welp culdren grow 2long all the develapmental pathwiys
When growth and developmentare going well, children go off

10 schoal prepared o interace, attach, and hond wath scheol
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people and their program, Asa result, educators can help them
continue 10 develop and motivate them to successfully man-
age the social environment and leam academic material
While children are born leaming and trying to make sense
of their world, academic material is not inherently important
or meaningful 1o a young child. After all, lemers of the alphabet
are no more than scratches on 1 pad 1o 2 chuld unai people who
are important give thase scraiches meaning, thus motvating
e child to learn how o use them in words and sentences. Ihe
henefits of academic learning evenmually motvate chuldren o
learn far themeelves, But even then, important others at home,
it achnal. 1nd in the world must continue o reinforce acade-
(g learming (n Viinous ways
W hen chuldren ars rrustraled o no
1l or academic chatlenges, they offen ot Up and act

rroublesome ways, Same are not secure in their relatonships

t able to manage telr so-
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Understanding how kids develop and
respond to challenges is the first siep
in understanding their behavior

By James P. Comer, M.D.

with caretakers or don't sense belonging athome or in school.
Some are fearful and lack confidence; some lack the skills o
express their needs or the patience or control (o wait unul their
needs can be met. And in far too many cases children’s burdens
are greater than their state of development can bear
{mmarnure and troubiesome behavior gives adult caretakers
an opportunity io help children learn how 10 manage them-
selves and the situations they are in. When caretakers are help-
ful, they gain credibility and power to help the child the next
ime. But some (maybe most) adults respond to troublesome
behavior with punishment, cantrol, and. eventuaily, lowered
expecrations While punishment is sometdmes necessarv. it can
alse promote rebellicn 1od it a duld s ehiorts fo cetclipace
management skills. At worst, punishment can make children
passive followers who are vulnerable o exploitation by others,
rather than independent thinkers acting In their own behalf
Helping them manage and grow is much more effective.

Using a developmental lens
Looking through a developmental lens, we can see reasons for
the problem behaviors we observed in New Haven schogls. As
for the kindergartners who disrupred school assemblies,
s-year-olds have not developed the capacity (o sit sulll for very
Jong. When our mental health staff provided this bir of knowl-
edge to the teachers, they came up with a solution: They
brought the kindergartners in after everybody else was seated,
put them on the program first, and let them sit and listen to oth-
ers for a short time. An intermission was scheduled so the chil-
dren could leave before they became disruptive. And because
the children did not lose control, they experienced success
rather than failure—helpful to their self-esteem

The 7-vear-old with the bulging pockets simply didn't know
whether his teacher liked hum or not, whether he belonged.
Children can't articulate this concern; insteéad they act itout
Once the ieacher undersmod, and expressed this with a smile,
an arm around the shoulder. and so on, the boy feit he be-
langed, This early scheol-age period 1s the nme when children
establish kabie patterns that can stay with them for the rest of
thetr lives. It is a period when children learn 1o work, 0 ac-
complish and achieve things They do so by imitating people
they like because they sense that these peaple like them or at
least are fir

The “no-look, no-smile” child had had bad experiences
witht adules 4t home—eany 1 and out ol fer e, soimie Aousi

she didn't trust anv adulis. But with a canng, positve, respan

sihle teacher. she finally smiled, Conunuitv of relatncnsnips

with impartant caretakers in a good environment helps chil-

Amancan Scnoo Soend curray Aol 2002



dren grow—particularly if the children have had difficult pre-
vtous relationships When the teschers in this elementary
school learedthis, they decided to stay with the same children
for two years. Some children who made no academic gain the
first year made up 1o rwo years of gain the second, and behav-
sor problems all but disappeared. Continuity, trust, and support
are important for all of us, but particularly in the preteen years
before a core positive sense of self, personal initiative, and di-
rection have been established.

The 8-vear-old transfer student who kicked his weacher had
peen pulled out of a nghty knit. supportive community and
placed in a threatening environment His anxiery overwhelmed
him, and he did what healthy children do: he took action—fight
and flight. When the teachers thought about the behavioral is-
sues involved, they changed schoal procedures w provide ori-
entation and support for new students. Behavior problems
decreased, and academic achievement increased. This simple
interventicn was based on our knowledge about what children
rieed to devalop and runcton well,

The 12-vesr-old who knocked over his desk had a heavy
burden. His father had had his Christmas pass from jail revoked.

8eginning with child development
points the way
to best policy and practice.

Disappointed. angry, and powerless, the boy was acting cut his
feelings. But rather than send him to the principal for punish-
ment, the teacher asked, “Johnny, what's the mattes? What's
going on? You haven't been acung like yourself recentdy.” This
tough guy began to cry and explained the situation. The
reacher told him she undersiood how he must fel but helped
him understand that taking his feelings out on other people
only made things worse,

She helped him write a letter o his father expressing nis
own disappointment and his father's and saying he would look
forwand to seeing him when he was able o come home. The
student was empowered. His teacher became all the more im-
partantand influential, (nstead of controlling and punishing
him, she helped him gain social, psycho-ematianal, ethical, lirn-
guistic, and intellectual capacities and skills thar enabled him
o manage the situation and feel beter about himself.

The sullen seventh-grader was hostile :n the classroom to
keep pevple away so they would fordiscover that he couldnot
tead He was not 2 marure problem solver—simply a chal-
lenged child who needed adults with the skills 10 get past his
cmamire response and provide kunhelp

The parents of the 16-year-ald girf were divorced in the sum-
mer before her funinr vear. Her academic performance
dmipped because she couldn't concentrate. probably due ©
sruvery and depression. Several of her teachers thought she
wits just being rebellious. and same thought she was afraid of
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going away from home She received no help with the kind of
problem that most marure adults have difficulty kandling.

What can schools do?

Schools can't do irall, of course—teachers and administratars
are not psychologists or socil workers, after all. But schools
can do much more than they generally do. For one thing,
school people can learn to use a developmental lens in work-
ing with children who do not have special problemsand needs
5 well 25 those who do. Recently | observed a show-and-tell
exercise designed to help 8-year-olds leam to present and hold
1 conversation. The difference in capaciry and style berween
shy children and highly expressive children of about the same
age and ability level was remarkable. The teacher skillfully
helped each child be successful. Educators must know how to
create conditions in the school and interact with students in
ways that will bring out the best in each child.

The knowledge, skills, and interactions that helped the chil-
Sl s e Joweriied are nocded In arder e Kelp alf children
develop and leam. Itis not complicated, deep stutl. Butitaoes
require us to “think development” and use related knowiedge

and skills in all aspects of education. We 100 often
think of students as good or bad, smart or dumb,
rather than ask ourselves, "How can [ respond that
will help this child manage challenges in ways that
will promote development and learning?*

Most educators want to help children, but they
are not able to support development often enough
because schools of education, state departments of

education, and legislators—indeed, most of the public—be-
lieve academic learning is simply a matier of pouring informa-
tion into children’s heads. Those with the best brains will getit
and the others will not, people believe, and that's to be ex-
pected—in fact, it's OK. It was never OK, but we gotaway with
it when our economy required that only a small proportion of
the population be well educated. Nosw that almost everyone
must be well educated, we must think and warlk with students
differently.

Despite that urgent need, oo many people—from the gen-
eral public to researchers and policy makers—ignore the re-
search showing that academic achievement and desirable
behavior are inextricably linked to good overall development,
and that we must promote good development thraugh helpful
adult-child ineractions o getthe kind of outcomes we want

Because we do not appreciate the link berween develap-
ment and academic leaming, we don't do enough as a society
w help children have 4 good preparatory experience 4t home.
And because most schools of education do natappreciate the
link, :hey do not prepare teachers and admnisirators (o create
the (anditions that enable children w have a 200d develop-
mental experience at school, Oncs mney rean tie classron,
mmost reachers do nor receve the support they Aeed 0 Wk
A-way that supports student developmeni And yer, change<.t
home and in school that suppert child development aould do
mare 1o prepace students to hehave well in school and in life.
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and to achieve high test scores, than most of the testing, ac-
countability, cluss-size reduction, and other changes that are
keing proposed and instinited

The school staffs who made successhul interventions in the
cases [ described used the conceptual and operational frame-
work produced by the Yale Child Study Center's School De-
velopment Program to create a good school climate that, in
turn, made their interactions with the students effective. When
the climate is one of distrust, anger, and alienation, adult child
tnteractions range from less effective w harmful. The Child
Study Center model enables educarors, parents, and students
to collaborate, plan, share, and coordinate activities in support
of student development and learning.

What can school boards do?

i am ofien told that school beards can't do much 1o affect ad-
ministrator and teacher preparation. This might be so in the
short run, but not in the long run. School beards select the lead-
ers. Superintendents who “think development” and select prin-
cipals and nthers who demso can Create weheals shareearl for
children. This will require schools of education, as well as al-
temative preparation progrms, (o prepare furure educators not
only to think i terms of child development. bur also to be able
to use the knowledge and skills needed o promote it Butif
school boards simply ke the leaders they can get without con-
sidering whether these leaders can help children develop—
without demanding bener—linle will change.

Of course, before they can select leaders who can promote
development, school board members nead to know how chil-
dren develop, recognize the connection between development
and learning, and understand how the organization and man-
agement of a school and school system can facilitate or limut
student development. They must also appreciate how their
own board policies, and those of the state, facititate or limit st-
dent development For example, student grawth takes place
best where there isa continuity of leadership and staff, which
Is rare in many school systems today. Administrator and staff
umover and discontinuiry are affected by numerous palicy fac-
tors related to selection, professional development, and finan-
cial support—all of which are within the school board's control

School board members have more immediate influence
over selection than preparation, but selection is not an easy
task. A child development Lastructor at 4 large college told me
about a part-time graduare snident who asked why he had ©
take her course—after all, he was 4 principal. Of course, prin-
cipals must kaow how chuldren learn in order to create condi-
tions thar facilitate good development. The fact thar this
principal didn 't realize this made fus leaderstup shoncomungs
ohvious. But that is often not the case. Many talk 2 good game
dutare not prepared (o work (n the [ess authontanan and more

nitabartive ways thar cupport the desslopment af -muden
classmams, schools, or schoal svsrems

‘Cammand and control” is stll the noom in wo many schodl
systems, but modem leaderstup requires colluboration and fa-
cilitanon. Too many leaders want i put thesr stamp on the or-

ganization rather than build on successes and help staff, par-
ents, and students develop, And these days. leaders often don't
have ume o telp anybody grow—many of them stand a good
chance of losing their jobs if they can't find 3 magic bullet that
will improve west scores yesterday.

There is no magic buller. A school board that understands
how children develop and learn—and understands how orga-
fuzations must operate 10 make that possible—can be helpful
in encouraging local, state, and nanonal policy makers to do
what is in the best interest of children rather than what looks
and sounds good politically,

How does a schoal board begin to think in erms of child
development and apply its principles? Almost a decade agothe
New Haven school board invited several members of our staff
to discuss child development issues and implications with
them. Eventually, the mayor, who sits on the board, appointed
a member of the Child Study Center to serve on the board. And
now two Southern Connecticut Stare University faculty mem-
bers wha appreciate the importance of arzanizing and man-
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board. Several years ago the superintendent spent a sabbarical
year at the Yale Child Study Center Thus, the consciousness
cames from within.

Butthere are other ways to do it. A school board member in
Michigan, for example. encouraged the regional school of ed-
ucznan o provide a child development course for school
boird members. Elsewhere, distnet social workers, psycholo-
gists, special education teachers, and others could provide
valuable insights for school boards, stalf, and parents slike.
These professionals can be mast helpful when they know how
to create structures thar promote a good school climate as well
as how1o help individual students. Currently, most are stuck off
in the corner rying to “fix" problem children, rather than help-
ing us hetter understand and meet the needs of all children.

These child development and behavior professionals can
heip school boards think about what's good for kids in making
decisions about personnel, programs, and budget. They can
help bozrd members challenge :nappropriate considerations
driven by politics. friendship, kinship, gender, and other fac-
1ars. [ndeed, when policy makers understand that self-expres-
sion and opportuniues o be competitive and creative under
adult supervision can help chiidren develop and learn, diey are
more likely 1 protect the ans and athletics in a financial crunch,
And when policy makers understand child development, they
are mare |ikely to see the wisdom of giving teachers and ad-
ministrators the out-of-classcoom time to think and plan ways
s meet student needs.

insnom, beginmung with chula development points the way
to best policy and practce.
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