December Text Study:

· Mind in the Making: The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs, Ellen Galinsky

http://mindinthemaking.org/
A number of us had the opportunity to hear Ellen Galinsky speak at the Wonderplay Conference we hosted in November.  Here is just a snapshot from the book of what we were able to walk away with from the conference and this amazing book!

Ask yourself, “What is life like today?”

“Life today can be complex, distracting, fast moving, 24-7, and stressful.  It is also joyful and full of exciting possibilities.  We know that if it is this way for us, it is only going to be more so for our children.  We all want the best for our children, but how do we help them not only survive, but thrive, today and in the future?”

To help us do this Galinsky lays out seven essential life skills in her book; all of which can be fostered during the early years of a child’s development.  Within each section she offers quizzes to assess where you are at personally with a specific area, as well as a number of suggestions of things you can try with your child at home.  

Skill One: Focus and Self Control
Children need this skill in order to achieve their goals, especially in a world that is filled with distractions and information overload.  To Galinsky, these terms really mean being alert, orienting ones attention to something specific, being able to change ones attention, having a working memory where you are able to relate one idea to another, and exercising self control.  Alertness beings with infants; infants show us they are paying attention through a deep stare when we walk into the room or an inquisitive gaze at the mobile hanging above their crib.  These skills only continue to develop through later teen and early adult years.  These skills can be developed by:

· Helping your child discover how to calm themselves down

· Promote focus-play games that require children to pay attention such as guessing games, I Spy, or red light/green light.  

· Play sorting games where the rules/objectives change with child’s age.  For example, put all the flowers in one pile could be asked of a two year old; put all the flowers in one pile and then all the cars in another pile could be asked of a three year old.  With four year olds we could first ask for them to sort by color, then object.  

· Use puzzles!

· Take a break.  If you or your child is upset take a break.  Everyone needs time to recollect themselves.  

Skill Two: Perspective Taking

Perspective taking is more than just empathy.  Galinsky describes this as figuring out what others think and feel, as well as what the basis for intention is in various situations.  We have all heard the saying to walk in someone else’s shoes, while this is exactly the goal of this skill.  We need to teach young children to understand people have different perspectives, different toys they like to play with, different things that make them sad, happy, or mad, and different reasons why they want to do something.  Perspective taking helps a great deal to aid children in avoiding conflict or fostering important conflict resolution skills.   We can help young children develop this skill by:

· Practicing what we preach; children who feel they are listened to and understood become better at listening and understanding others.  

· Help your child feel know and understood

· Talk about their feelings and yours.  

· Give children opportunities to pretend and use these situations to engage in dialogue about perspective and feelings.  

Skill Three: Communicating

Communication is more than understanding language, speaking, reading, and writing.  Galinsky highlights in this section that it is the skill of determining what one wants to communicate and finding the best way to communicate so that it is understood by others.  This skill is at the forefront of the early childhood years as we watch newborns not able to use a single word to Preschoolers who could know thousands of words and use them to retell about their day, express their feelings or options about something, negotiate over who is going to use a toy, or crack a joke.  Things you can do at home to promote early literacy skills:

· Create an environment at home where words, reading and listening are important and practiced daily.  This can be done through stories before bed; having words near objects around your house; and asking your child questions about their day.  

· Narrate your child’s experiences through parent-talk.  This is important from birth on.  For a new born perhaps it’s simply telling your baby what you are doing or when they wake up from a nap asking, “Oh, you just woke up, are you hungry?”  For a toddler perhaps he is struggling with putting his shoe on and you say, “I see you are trying to put your shoe on, can I help you?”.  

· Name what you are looking at.  

Skill Four: Making Connections

The fourth skill of making connections is at the heart of learning as it gives children the chance to figure out what’s the same and what’s different, while also sorting things into categories.  Making connections also sparks creativity in young children.  The goal within this skill is to not only help children see the interrelated connections between things, but then to be able to apply the information.  We can help children make connections by:

· Play matching and connecting games

· Acknowledge that making mistakes is not only OKAY, but an important part of learning

· Give children a chance to explore with space; hide and seek, treasure hunts, track where you are driving

· Give children a chance to explore with quantities and number sense; count everything; use numbers with blocks and toys

Skill Five: Critical Thinking

Critical thinking is critical in life, in both large and small matters.  In addition to all of the other skills already listed, critical thinking also involves people thinking about their thinking, by reflecting, analyzing, reasoning, planning, and evaluating.  Critical thinking begins at infancy with babies making judgments about who they feel secure with and who they don’t.    This moves to toddler age children when they are learning when to share and when to listen.  And continues when preschoolers are discovering they can learn things from others.  Once the learning from others phase begins then children begin to differentiate the types of information and accuracy of information gained from various people and sources.  All of these steps create the foundation needed for young children to develop critical thinking skills.  We can help children become critical thinkers by:

· Giving children a chance to explore various materials and engage them in questioning of how they work

· When watching TV or reading books ask your child questions about the plot of the story

· Utilize a problem solving process that helps children thinking critically (identify problem; determine goal; come up with lots of solutions; talk about how these solutions might work out; select a solution to try; reflect on how it worked)

Skill Six: Taking on Challenges

We live in a world full of different stresses and challenges.  We need to work with young children to develop the skills to be willing to take on challenges, oppose to avoiding them.  Stress has lasting impacts on young children so foster the skills to handle these situations is critical.  We can promote taking on challenges and handling stress by:

· Modeling appropriate management of our own stress

· Modeling asking for help

· Model and practice different calming strategies

· Encourage children to try new things; even if they are difficult

Skill Seven: Self-Directed, Engaging Learning

It is through learning that we all discover new things and realize our potential.  Children learn through every experience!  To help children learn to engage in learning we must give them opportunities to explore with various play materials and a significant amount of time to really dig deep into the materials.  We need to participate in this process with young children to show how you can explore and try lots of different things with the same materials.  

Overall this is a five star book filled with lots of thought provoking ways we can help our children grow and develop to their fullest!  

Questions to consider:

· Which skill is a strength of yours?  A strength of your child’s?

· Which skill is an area to grow for yourself?  For your child?  

· Which ideas suggested are you doing at home?  You see being done at school?  

· Which ideas could you add at home?  

