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For Domingo, for sharing with me his sensitivity for the natural laws of childhood, helping me find meaning in what I now consider the best job in the world: being a mother.




 


 


 




When we are very young children we do not


need fairy tales: we only need tales. Mere life


is interesting enough. A child of seven is excited


by being told that Tommy opened a door and saw


a dragon. But a child of three is excited by being


told that Tommy opened a door.


G. K. Chesterton








Introduction



Calm children?


Motivated teenagers?




“Please help me motivate myself!” Emma asks her high-school teacher in desperation.


“Mum, I’m so bored. I just don’t feel like doing anything,” Emma complains as she lies apathetically on the sofa after getting home from school, flicking absent-mindedly through the channels on TV, while texting with her left hand on her smartphone.





Parents, teachers and professors are spending more and more time trying to answer the million-dollar question: what can we do to motivate our children, our students? At home we acquire the latest arsenal of equipment to keep them entertained: game consoles, computers, tablets, smartphones, television sets in their bedrooms, DVD players in the car . . . In schools and universities any means may be used to keep students from “getting bored”: PowerPoint, Prezi, “flipped classroom”, smart boards, tablets . . . Perhaps it will not be long before high schools and universities require that teachers and professors be skilled in singing or dancing in order to “liven up” their classes. As Neil Postman says:




Teachers, from primary grades through college, are increasing the visual stimulation of their lessons; are reducing the amount of exposition their students must cope with; are relying less on reading and writing assignments; and are reluctantly concluding that the principal means by which student interest may be engaged is entertainment.1





This is the age of entertainment, so much so that it seems at times that educators and parents are more engaged in show business than education.


Why is this? We can see at a glance that our children’s attention spans are becoming ever shorter. As evidence of this, we need look no further than the increasingly common diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), which is one of the main reasons for psychological consultations today. Despite the fact that the causes of ADHD, as well as its treatment, have been the subject of much debate since the 1970s, diagnoses of ADHD in the United States have increased tenfold in the last 20 years. The fact that the US Department of Health and Human Services claims that genetics account only for part of the disorder strongly suggests that non-genetic factors could play an important role in its development.2 A recent study shows a statistically significant association between higher frequency of digital media use and subsequent symptoms of ADHD.3 In fact, the prestigious Mayo Clinic recommends limiting screen time for the first five years of life as one of the prevention measures for ADHD.4 Science has yet to provide an exhaustive, convincing explanation of the origins of ADHD, and so the debate continues.


Furthermore, grandparents claim that today’s children “are not like they were in the old days”. I do not know what children were like in their day but I do remember that children of my generation did not get out of control in the way that so many appear to do today. We were able to sit in front of a chocolate bar until we were given permission to eat, we knew how to be quiet in shops and waiting rooms, we listened to our parents (at least when they looked serious about it), we spent time playing games in silence, we entertained ourselves with simple, commonplace objects, we did not spend entire days seeking out new sensations, and I cannot recall a single child in my class being medicated for hyperactivity, attention deficit, or anxiety disorders.




“I’m bored!” screams Alex in the paediatrician’s waiting room, throwing magazines on the floor as he jumps from seat to seat. His mother runs to the reception desk to ask them to change the channel of the television in the waiting room. One can already see that, at five years old, Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood or The Friendly Giant no longer hold Alex’s attention. They finally change the channel to a very fast-paced Japanese animation of gloomy characters fighting each other. “It’s fine,” his mother thinks to herself, “they’re just cartoons.” Alex calms down, hypnotised by the screen.





Emma’s desperate “Please help me motivate myself!” and Alex’s frantic “I’m bored!” resound in the ears of all parents and educators like a cry from nature, protesting because it lacks something that is fundamental for the good of its development. And nature does not forgive . . . But what have we done to these children that opposes their nature? In order to answer this question we must ask ourselves the following: What is a child’s nature? How do children learn? What drives them to act and learn?


“All grown-ups were once children. (But few of them remember it.),” says Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. Let us try to remember. To rewind for a moment. To rewind the life of Emma, the student who politely but desperately asks her teacher to motivate her. Let us rewind the life of Alex, a child who gets bored with silence or the slow pace of Mister Rogers. This seventeen-year-old student and this five-year-old child. Once upon a time, they were both six-month-old babies, small children of one or two years of age. Did Emma ask her mother to “please” motivate her to learn to talk, to crawl toward sockets in the walls, to stand up and pull on the tablecloth, to play, to take her first steps? Did Alex need something more than the sound of the wind in the grass or the discovery of his own shadow to awaken in him a sense of wonder, or a simple story told by his mother to put him to sleep?


Small children do not need us to motivate them a priori. Think about it. On Christmas morning, what do our children play with most when they are between six and twenty-four months old? They crawl around, pulling at the ties on the packaging, and they excitedly play with the wrapping paper. The toy is left forgotten. They run behind the balloon we have tied to the handlebars of the bicycle from Santa Claus, shouting, “Santa drank the milk and ate the cookies!” They wonder at the slow fall of the balloon toward the floor.


In the morning, when we are rushing to get them to school on time, they fixate on a shiny, insignificant object on the way:




“Mummy! Wait! Look at that!”


“Hurry up, there’s no time!” we reply.





If we are attentive, we can see that small children have a truly remarkable sense of wonder at the small things in life, ordinary details that make up the everyday. Children are especially good at seeing the extraordinary in the ordinary. In fact, it is a privilege reserved to the humble, to those who listen and observe the spectacle of life. The noise made by crinkling wrapping paper, the bubbles in the bath that stick to their little fingers, the tickling sensation caused by an ant walking across their palm, the shimmer of an object found in a puddle. This sense of wonder is what spurs children to discover the world. This is their internal motivation. The smallest things trigger wonder and motivate children to satisfy their curiosity, to learn by themselves how the things around them work, using their own experience with daily life. All this they do of their own volition. At that age, all we have to do is accompany children, preparing an environment for them that is conducive to discovery.


When we provide small children with external stimuli in such a way that these supplant their natural sense of wonder, we override their capacity to motivate themselves. Providing a substitute for what drives children overrides their volition. Ultimately, such children come to depend on external stimuli and are incapable of feeling excitement or wonder about anything. Their irresistible desire to learn is stifled. In some cases, their addiction to overstimulation can cause children to seek out stronger and stronger sensations, which they will then in turn get used to. This will eventually lead them to a state of sustained apathy, lack of enthusiasm, and boredom.


But how can we get young children to undertake things with enthusiasm, to sit quietly while calmly observing their surroundings, to think before acting, to take an interest in the things around them, to be motivated to learn, and to continue to do so as teenagers?


Perhaps the key can be found in two sentences, one written over seven centuries ago by Thomas Aquinas: “Wonder is the desire to know,”5 and the other written thousands of years previously by Aristotle: “All men by nature desire to know.” Eureka! All we need to do at that early age is protect wonder and allow it to do its work! If “all men by nature desire to know”, we can understand how Emma, at only six months of age – without anyone motivating her or pushing her from the outside – can have the inner strength and persistence necessary to stretch for the toy that is just out of reach: because it amazes her. If “all men by nature desire to know”, we can understand how Emma, at two years of age, can find the internal motivation to pronounce new words. We understand why Alex is content with spending time concentrating on a snail crawling up a window, with discovering the relationship that exists between the movement of his body and the shadow he projects as he walks with his back to the sun. All of these phenomena astonish and amaze children: they trigger wonder, this desire to know. Let us leave the intricacies of learning mechanisms to neuroscientists, developmental linguists and psychologists. This subject is not very relevant here because we are not concerned with the mechanism, but with its origin – and the desire to know, as such, lies beyond the scope of neuroscience.


We want to know what moves Emma to learn, we want to understand where her motivation comes from and under what conditions it operates.


A sense of wonder is what awakens interest in a person. According to a study published in the Journal of Marketing Research,6 a story goes viral on the internet when it provokes awe in its readers. In the study, carried out by the University of Pennsylvania, a series of variables were analysed regarding the spread and communication of various articles from the New York Times over a six-month period. Contrary to the popular belief that people look for short content and superficial, frivolous, salacious or morbid stories, the most successful articles were often longer articles with positive content that provoked awe in the readers. The study defines awe as “a feeling of personal transcendence, a sentiment of admiration and elation in the face of something that overwhelms the reader. It causes the spirit to open up and expand, and causes the reader to stop and think.”


This is an important discovery for both the world of online marketing and authors of fiction, but it could also be significant from the point of view of learning. Awe, or wonder, is what awakens interest. What if wonder is not merely a feeling? What if wonder is, as Plato and Aristotle claim,7 the beginning of philosophy? What if we desire to know by nature, as Aristotle suggested? What if wonder pre-exists as something innate in all of us? If this is so, then this discovery has implications that extend far beyond the scope of online marketing. It could be that we have discovered something within the child – wonder – that too often works blindly because it lacks high-quality, beautiful input that can open up the horizons of the mind.


It is well documented that children’s neurological make-up – the physical structure of their brain, their “hard drive”, so to speak – plays a key role in their development. But is this neurological make-up what drives a child to learn and to act? Those who defend this purely materialistic view of the human being also defend a mechanistic approach to education. According to this point of view, a child is a sort of raw material that can be worked on in order to convert it into what one wants it to be.


According to the mechanistic approach to education, there is no human nature; there is no internal mental state; everything is programmable. Mechanistic educators bombard their children with external stimuli in order to design their neural circuits, with the aim of producing an à la carte child. They also focus on “training in habits” (as mere mechanical repetition of actions), as reflected in John Watson’s promise:




Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up in and I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select . . .8





This behaviourist view of education sees children as exclusively dependent on their environment for learning. It views the mind as a “black box” that is fully “understood” once the input and the output are observed, defined and, ultimately, perfectly controlled.


However, throughout the history of education, there has always been a keen interest in focusing on internal mental states: on what deeply, intrinsically motivates children to learn. Many educators do not feel comfortable with the mechanistic or the behavioural views of education and would agree that the origin of what drives children to learn and to act lies deeper than their neurological make-up, or than a mere black box. T. H. Huxley once remarked:




How it is that anything so remarkable as a state of consciousness comes about as the result of irritating nervous tissue, is just as unaccountable as the appearance of the Djin when Aladdin rubbed his lamp.9





More and more people are coming around to the view that the origin of the process is something intangible, immaterial. The Ancient Greeks believed that philosophy originated in wonder, the first manifestation of that intangible quality that moves human beings: the desire to know. Thousands of years later, one of the most renowned pedagogues of our time, Maria Montessori, emphasised the importance of the interest in a child’s learning process, describing it in many different ways: impulse of “spiritual hunger”, polarised attention, internal force. Over the past couple of decades, neuroscience has confirmed many of Montessori’s premises, and the education world increasingly tends to call many paradigms of mechanistic learning into question.


So then, if once upon a time there was an Emma and an Alex who desired to know by nature, what happened? How did they lose their sense of wonder? What happened when this wonder disappeared? What can we do to help Emma and Alex wonder again?





Part I




What is wonder?






1



“Why doesn’t the rain go up?”




A child asks, with a perfectly natural curiosity, why the sunlight comes in through the window, but not through the wall of the house, and we find it hard to answer him, because when it comes right down to the heart of the matter we don’t know why. And, moreover, we are so used to our ignorance in this and a thousand other subjects that there is something disconcerting, almost shocking, in having our mental apathy stirred by a call to action.


Dorothy Canfield Fisher


The fascination of children lies in this: that with each of them all things are remade, and the universe is put again upon its trial.


G. K. Chesterton





We have seen that wonder is what deeply motivates a child, but why does reality inspire such a response in children? What is it that causes them to wonder at their surroundings? Let us attempt to get to the bottom of the mechanism of wonder using some illustrations.


In the 2010 movie Alice in Wonderland, just before she finds the courage to do the impossible – slay the dragon – Alice says to the Mad Hatter, “Sometimes I believe in as many as six impossible things before breakfast.” Wonderland is the land of the impossible: a talking cat, a cake that makes you grow, a rabbit obsessed with the time . . . an infinite display of impossibilities. In other words, a country seen through the eyes of a child.


A child’s capacity to think of impossible things is marvellous. “Mummy, why doesn’t the rain go up?” “Why don’t bees make jam or syrup?” “Why aren’t ants lazy?”


These questions often annoy us, for various reasons. We have no time to waste with these silly thoughts. They are not useful questions. Who cares why ants aren’t lazy? We worry because our child is wasting time instead of doing something more important, like learning Mandarin or developing an interest in computer programming. What is more, it seems like the child is seeking an explanation for something that cannot be explained, or, even worse, that they want to change the established order of things. It can even become a cause for worry: Is my child normal? How can he come up with such ideas? Who put that into her head? Maybe he has too much free time?


When our two-, three- and four-year-old children bombard us with questions that seem illogical, they are not seeking or demanding an explanation. They are not looking to change the established order of things. It is simply their way of admiring a reality that is, but that could just as easily not have been. As mentioned above, Plato and Aristotle said that wonder is the beginning of philosophy. Thus, when these impossible questions arise in our children’s little heads, they are simply philosophising! Children philosophise because they are astonished by any reality – including the natural laws of our world – for the simple reason that it exists. When a baby is born, it first sees its mother, then it discovers more family members, a passer-by on the street, a flower, an insect, a rock, the moon, a shadow, gravity, light . . . As G. K. Chesterton said:




As we walk the streets and see below us those delightful bulbous heads, three times too big for the body, which mark these human mushrooms, we ought always primarily to remember that within every one of these heads there is a new universe, as new as it was on the seventh day of creation.1





Wonder is the desire to know. Seeing things with new eyes allows us to marvel at their very existence, wanting to know about them again and again, as if it were for the first time. Small children have a sense of wonder because they do not take the world for granted; instead, they see it as a gift. This type of metaphysical thought is unique to people who can see that things are, but equally could never have been. We are – the world is – contingent: if we cease to exist the world goes on. Nevertheless, we are part of something greater than ourselves, and the natural mechanism of wonder is precisely what allows us to transcend our everyday existence to experience it. As a result, wonder leads us to an attitude of profound humility and gratitude.


Wonder is an innate mechanism in children; they are born with it. As Aristotle puts it, they desire to know by nature. But in order for wonder to blossom, children must be given an environment that respects it. And how is this done? It is true that wonder is an intangible reality that cannot be identified or measured by science, but what does science say about the desire to know? Is the learning process exclusively dependent on the environment? And if not, what is its relationship with this environment?





2



Exclusively dependent on the environment for learning?




All mankind is divided into three classes: those that are immovable, those that are movable, and those that move.


Benjamin Franklin





How do children develop? Do they have what it takes within themselves to develop in a normal environment, or do they depend exclusively on the intervention of external stimulation? Does the learning process of children start from within, aided by contact with reality, or is it carried out exclusively from without by means of continual bombardment with external stimuli to which a child is passively subjected?


In the last century, pedagogues, psychologists and neuroscientists have dedicated themselves to answering this question. In the first half of the last century, Montessori caused a revolution in the world of pedagogy when she spoke of the “sensitive periods” of a child in the first years of life, specifying that education consisted in a development whose primary agent is the child. She affirmed that the process is initiated within the child, through an irresistible force, while the environment and the teacher are mere facilitators. Although this development occurs through the senses and exposure to the external world, she says that this outer world has no significance as such for the child. She says that it merely “provides the necessary means for psychic life, just as the body, by eating and breathing, takes from its outer environment the necessary means of physical life.”1


This revolutionary approach has long been a cause of scandal, owing to the way it clashes with the rigidly utilitarian and behaviourist approach that characterises the educational system at times. For some, respect for the spontaneous activity of children in preschool may not “assure the acquisition of knowledge and abilities” according to the milestones that are, by consensus, considered necessary for a child beginning primary school to have reached. When the mechanistic approach is adopted in preschool, the starting point is always milestones. First, some milestones are established according to what society considers useful, or according to what a child does or knows on average, and then methods are put in place to ensure that each child achieves them. In other words, everything is programmable.


Beginning in the 1940s, a series of psychologists* marked the course of neuropsychology and developmental psychology with a set of experiments carried out on rats. One of these concluded that rats that were trained as pets achieved better results when it came to problem solving than did rats kept in cages. Another experiment compared a group of rats living in cages with others that were surrounded by toys, tunnels, ladders, wheels, etc., and it was noticed that there was an increase in the size of the cerebral cortex of the rats living in an enriched environment. These experiments, and others later performed, gave rise to the theory of cerebral plasticity, which put an end to the popular belief that the structure of the brain was fixed from the time of birth. The plasticity of the brain confirmed the importance Montessori placed on sensory experiences during the sensitive period between zero and three years of age. However, these experiments also gave rise to the conclusion that optimal learning required an enriched environment.
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