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Honoring the Child’s Autonomy 

by Denise Meyer  (denise3491@yahoo.com)
I have been working on a book entitled The Why and How of Thinking in School.  The following is a snippet of chapter II which talks about why we need to teach children to think.  I’m certain you all know the answer to the questions at the end of this section.   

Honoring the Child’s Autonomy 


A smooth running classroom in which everyone is learning and motivated depends in great part on the classroom culture.  Each child needs to feel respected and valued in order to perform well.  In order to feel respected and valued, it is essential for a person have some say in the events of her own life; a sense that what she is thinking and contributing is of value.  It means making education something she sees as relevant to her life.  Something that is relevant is something aligned with one’s own goals or interests.  


Young children, by nature and quite unconsciously, set goals for themselves.  A newborn infant screams when uncomfortable in an attempt to get help—the goal.  Screaming is his only expression of power.  A toddler sees someone working a remote control and wants to know how to do it and sets out to accomplish that goal by grabbing it and pushing buttons.  A two-year-old wields power with “no” and temper tantrums—the goal may be staying up or getting a treat at the supermarket checkout stand.  A teenager wants to have more and more control over his life—the goal, independence.  In a classroom the goals are set for students.  The curriculum mandates what is presented.  Students have little say over what is taught or learned.  Often their goal—talking with a friend, playing with a toy, looking out the window, sometimes even taking time to discuss an idea presented by the material at hand—is at odds with educators’ goals to move forward with the lesson.  


When young people—all people, for that matter—feel thwarted in their goals and actions, or when decisions are made for them against their will, when they feel their personal power cut short, they may try to argue or reason to get their way.  They may become so intent on presenting their point of view that they become defensive and may even be blind to the fact that often those decisions may be made in their own best interest.  


Anger and withdrawal are a result of frustration of one’s goals. When negotiating for power, children will use the tools in their arsenal.  When argument doesn’t work to get what one wants, anger and frustration increases.  The anger is born out of a person’s inability to act in such a way as to fulfill his perceived needs—powerlessness.  When personal power or autonomy is threatened or taken away, one feels frustrated, angry and helpless.  It can get to the point that the limbic system takes over and the fight or flight response kicks in.
   The child puts her feelings out there in rage or violence, or she retreats within herself.  Withdrawal into an internal world—perhaps by daydreaming—is a way to get power within.  That inner world one can control.  Conversely, anger and rage are powerful tools used with the intention to bend others to our will.  When it doesn’t work, the young person’s anger can increase.  It becomes a vicious cycle that escalates the anger and frustration or eventually leads to withdrawal in another sense.  Many children, when told of the consequences of their actions—failure in school, punishment, etc.,—will defiantly answer, “I don’t care.”


However, if there is a solution to the conflict, if the child finds a way to solve the problem, the frustration and anger are diminished.  Instead of anger and frustration one finds relief and satisfaction.   A simple depiction of this would be:
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Children who feel powerless cause many problems in classrooms—both academic and behavioral.  Most teachers are well aware of the physically aggressive children, always fighting on the playground, pushing and shoving and using physical means of expressing themselves when frustrated.  These children take up much classroom time devoted to discipline that should be used in meaningful instruction.  Most teachers are not as often aware of those who internalize their frustration and fear—the ones who are turned off to the curriculum or threatened by their peers, who retreat into day-dreams or physically hurt themselves—cutters or children with eating disorders, for example.   Teachers may not be as aware of them because they do not call attention to themselves and do not interfere with the teaching process; however, the learning process suffers.  They are often underachievers who are distracted by their own silent suffering.  They are often the ones who receive comments on their report cards that say, “Does not achieve to his potential” or “Does not express herself well in class.”  So, regardless of the type of response, the frustration children feel results in problems in the classroom for the teacher and very often, poor academic achievement on the part of the child.


If many of the behavior problems of children come from an inability to solve problems constructively, perhaps by interjecting an ability to resolve problems—by providing children with a problem-solving tool kit—one answer to addressing the issues of motivation and discipline may be found.   Perhaps by providing a means for solving problems that cause frustration one can foster a happier, more motivated child.   Perhaps a problem solving tool kit can give a child back some autonomy in a world in which he is manipulated by adults.  But how does one teach a child to become a successful problem solver?  

  Around the World with TOCfE
  compiled by Kathy Suerken (suerken@cox.net)
Mexico
Leon:     Dr. Danilo Sirias spent a week in late March giving multiple presentations on TOC to the faculty and parents of Colegio Greenwich as well as to groups of other TOCfE practitioners in public education.   These events were organized by Daniel Brown, Flavio Sanchez and Rosy Perez Servin, who also sponsored a math seminar for Danilo to train all her math teachers at Greenwich which will pilot this application.   Danilo will be teaching a follow up workshop on the math process via Skype for Greenwich parents on May 17.

Kathy Suerken will meet with TOCfE practitioners in Leon May 28-June 5 and will work with Greenwich faculty on the compilation of curriculum lessons and student materials they have created for each subject in every grade level (k-12) based on the TOCfE THINKING ACROSS THE CURRICULUM workbooks. 

Philippines

Quezon City:    Dr. Jeni Corpuz has been teaching a series of TOCfE sessions for an annual student leadership training conducted by the Quezon City Education Division and funded by the city government.  These recently included:

· 110 4th year student leader-participants from all secondary public schools in Quezon City.:   "Enhancing Communication the TOCfE Way (Resolving conflict)", "Writing Argumentative Essay " 
·   110 3rd year student leader-participants from all secondary public schools in Quezon City. "Enhancing Communication the TOCfE Way (Resolving conflict)", "Writing Argumentative Essay " “Writing Project/Training  Proposal using the Target”
Jeni continues to conduct ongoing TOCfE training for the faculty at Ismael Mathay Sr. High School where she serves as Principal for 4,000 students

Poland:  

Warsaw:   Dr. Shoshi Reiter conducted a 3 day ‘Thinking Across the Curriculum’ workshop in April for 50 teachers and education consultants.   The workshop was co-facilitated  and organized by Maciej Winiarek and was sponsored by MSCDN (Mazovian In-Service Teacher Training Centre) which has translated and published the  THINKING ACROSS THE CURRICULM workbooks.

United Kingdom 

St Albans:    Debi Roberts will give a Webinar for TOC International Certification Organization (TOCICO) on May 4.  The topic will be the subject of her recent MA thesis and is entitled,   "Educational research investigating any impact TOC may have on emotional literacy highlights that TOC can be effective in reducing stress and increasing levels of concentration.”
United States

Iowa:   The Cloud and TOC ‘Consequence’ Branch are being taught as part of an Ethics for Educators course with materials and a book, The Small Book of Ethics: for Educators in Iowa Schools and Agencies, written by Cal Halliburton.

Michigan:    Dr. Danilo Sirias has become a member of a committee at Saginaw Valley State University to create a program to reduce drop-out rates at three local high schools.  Each school has a contact point who will work with students to help them get into college.  Danilo will be teaching the 3 TOCfE tools as a mentor in this program.

And Finally …

I has been interesting to see how Emotional Intelligence has become an integral part of the TOCfE movement over the past while.  As you can see above, both Debi and Denise are working with it.  I decided therefore, to investigate a little further …
For those of you who, like me, have not studied the subject, here is a definition which, I think, explains the subject in a simple manner.

Definition: According to John D. Mayer and Peter Salovey, two of the leading researchers on the topic, emotional intelligence (EI) is "the ability to monitor one's own and others' feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one's thinking and actions." Interest in emotional intelligence has grown significantly since the 1990s, with research suggesting that good emotional understanding can lead to increased social effectiveness.
This is from the www.about.com and is written by Kendra Cherry.  Her definition encapsulates the many definitions that I have looked at and explains why many people believe that EI fits in with the TOCfE ethos.  Please also see the ‘thought for the Day’.
As always,

Please send anything that you would like us to consider for publication in Tactics to the following address….

tactics@mct-ltd.com
Alan …
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