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In memory of Elliot W. Eisner whose teaching and mentorship continues to light my path.

Dedicated to my family who are always teaching, inspiring, and lifting me up, Jonah, Stella, Sheldon, Owen, and Eli.








Instructions for living a life
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.

Mary Oliver








There is perhaps no more important time in a human’s development than their childhood, and after the family, there are perhaps no more important people to a child than educators. This book is an informative foray into just how important you, readers, are. Indulge, enjoy, and learn.

Mary Helen Immordino-Yang, Professor of Education, Psychology and Neuroscience

Foundations for a child’s learning and academic, social and emotional development are set in their earliest years of schooling. As We Begin elevates how we think and design for our youngest learners’ brains by sharing research and strategies that will validate and transform early childhood education and educators.

Glenn Whitman, executive director of The Center for Transformative Teaching and Learning and co-author of Neuroteach

Teaching primary learners is a role that requires patience, skill, exceptional caring, and the understanding of how learning occurs for our youngest students. In As We Begin: Dispositions of Mind, Learning, and the Brain in Early Childhood, Tia Henteleff uses her expertise and experience as a primary educator to unpack the importance of Mind, Brain, and Education science as a lever for elevating teaching practice in early childhood education. It is going to help a lot of educators.

Margaret Lee, educator, consultant, & author of Mindsets for Parents

A delightful read that strikes the perfect balance between personal story and research on how young children learn and grow. This book is for educators, researchers, parents, and everyone invested in children. If you are an educator, Henteleff’s prose will reaffirm your choice and your essential work in laying the foundations of the future. Researchers will find new importance in their work and motivation to continue to understand the nature of young children’s minds. Parents will find affirmation and awe in the importance of the beginning. Because, as Henteleff powerfully states, the beginning does not just matter during the beginning. Early childhood sets the stage for everything to come. As We Begin is friendly and accessible, yet deeply meaningful. Henteleff is genuine and her passion for children and educators is tangible in every word. This is truly a book for everyone and a must-read for educators, parents, and researchers!

Kristin Gagnier, senior research scientist

Thoughtful and practical, As We Begin cuts through the noise to center us on what really matters in early childhood education – relationships, emotions, creativity, curiosity, and growth. Henteleff brings together the best of cutting-edge interdisciplinary research, illuminating theory, and traditional and progressive educational approaches, to provide a much-needed teacher/researcher perspective on the field of Mind, Brain, and Education. She offers powerful ideas for all those seeking to improve the ways we support students' learning.

Rebecca Gotlieb, human developmental psychologist and educational neuroscientist
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FOREWORD



A note to the reader

While this book was written with early childhood educators in mind, it will be useful for educators of any age, as well as parents, and anyone that is interested in ideas and research surrounding curiosity, creativity, brain development, and learning. These topics are fascinating (even astonishing at times), incredibly important, and pertinent to … everyone.


To the educators

Thank you for what you do. You have chosen a career to help others and that work presents new, multi-faceted, and idiosyncratic challenges with each new day. Many of those challenges impact individuals whose faces you can picture in your mind right now, people that you know well and care deeply about whether it be children you have worked with in the past or present, families you have gotten to know, or colleagues you have worked beside. We, in the field of education, are on an important and interesting journey where upcoming bends, hills, plains, and cliffs are not always predictable and yet our work has impact beyond what we can see.

Teaching is rooted in the past but seeks growth and transformation in the present and future. Knowledge of the past gives us the information needed in the present to facilitate brain change, growth, and the development of rewarding relationships. Teaching is about making the most out of the moment we have right now, learning and growing within that moment for whatever it affords us. However, with an eye to the future, teachers also consciously decide what, how, and why we teach in order to have a positive impact on the future of each student. And while this may be a cliche, the act of teaching is an investment of time, energy, and money in children as well as our collective future on this planet.

This is a profession that seeks to make lives better, that seeks to understand and solve problems, and this is a profession that necessitates phenomenal amounts of hard work, intelligence, courage, patience, and heart.

So again, thank you!










PART 1:

THE BIG IDEAS









THE BEGINNING


Beginnings hold power and promise for what is to come; this is equally true of the beginning of a book, the beginning of a life, or the beginning of school. We cannot be certain of what is to follow, but we do understand that beginnings are often singular and memorable moments that introduce us to the story that is about to unfold. As Plato said about childhood education in The Republic, ‘the beginning is the most important part of the work’. Early childhood is the beginning of life. Early childhood education is the beginning of a relationship with teachers, with schools, and with learning communities. It is the promise of a positive association with learning, education, and one’s potential. Most early childhood educators know this, and this is why we feel passionate about what we do.

The beginning does not just matter during the beginning.

The beginning matters to everything that comes next.

I will keep returning to the importance of early childhood learning and education. That is what drew me into teaching and is what compelled me to write this book. We, as early childhood educators, have an awesome job, one that comes with many intrinsic responsibilities and rewards. As if teaching children during these years at the beginning of their relationships with peers, teachers, and compulsory education was not enough, these are also important years of brain development. At this time the creativity, imagination and intellectual curiosity of children is endlessly fascinating. And if they do not already possess a disposition towards learning that seeks deeper understanding then we get to spark one. I learn from the children I work with everyday, just as I learn from colleagues and researchers in Mind, Brain, and Education.

There is no one correct way to be a teacher; no universal system that works well for all students and all teachers. I don’t believe that such a thing exists. However, people with vastly different experiences and perspectives can come together around shared values and the guiding lights that interdisciplinary research can provide. There will always be diversity within teaching just as there is diversity among people, and there will always be room for improvement and greater understanding.

All teachers bring themselves into the profession. We cannot help but bring our beliefs, values, and personal biographies into our teaching. So, let me share a little bit of mine. For over two decades, I have been a teacher, presenter, consultant, and teacher trainer. I have always viewed myself as an educator as well as a researcher. I officially began working for The Center for Transformative Teaching and Learning in 2015 to collaborate on the design of Mind, Brain, and Education (MBE) professional development for teachers and school leaders, but my own research predates that work. In 2011 I received a grant which allowed me to begin working on brain development and cognition in the ages I was teaching at the time (4-5 years). Before that – after finishing my graduate degree from Stanford University School of Education – I had the good fortune of working at a laboratory school, Bing Nursery School on Stanford’s campus. Perhaps, the energy and influence of working at a school dedicated to the advancement of understanding children, child development, and education through on-going research made an impression upon me. Perhaps, it was the position title of teacher/researcher that I had during my early teaching years in Reggio-Emilia inspired schools. But even before my professional career in education and my undergraduate and graduate years of schooling, I was a person who asked questions, sought deeper understandings of the world and the people in it, and placed tremendous value on the roles that creativity and imagination play in our lives. I did not know that I would end up dedicating my adult life to early childhood education at the time, but looking back, I see it as a natural next step.

I am an educator who sees merit in both progressive and traditional approaches towards education. I believe in the theory of constructivism’s explanation of how children build meaning and knowledge through experience (often associated with progressive education), but I am also an educator who knows the value of direct instruction (often associated with traditional education). I believe that as a teacher, it is important to also be a researcher, to ask questions, and be continuously iterative. I believe that it is important for children to ask questions and that there is a symbiotic relationship between my inquisitive nature and that of my students.

Education is suffused with values and that is true even when we aim to focus on data sets and scientific findings. Education is about making and creating choices. Knowing that people have different ideas about what education ought to be, I think it is important that I state my own, here, in the beginning. For me, education aims to empower students with knowledge, skills, and the ability to think and act flexibly. This helps students develop an understanding of the world and themselves in it, so that they can live fulfilling lives as citizens of the world. This conception of education is linked to democracy; embedded in this idea is that of the value of an informed citizenry that thinks for themselves.

The terms ‘education’ and ‘learning’ might need clarification and teasing apart. We are all continuously learning in formal and informal, implicit and explicit, compulsory and voluntary ways throughout our lives, and this does not just happen in institutions of learning. Learning is a process of acquiring knowledge and skills. Education is an organized program for learning. Children come to us having already learned a lot about their world, and they will continue to learn outside of anyone’s plans, lessons, curricula, and a school’s scope and sequence. And just as they come to us with different background knowledge and unique biographies, they also come to us with unique dispositions towards learning. Those dispositions towards learning matter and so does how we help to form or dismantle them (see chapter one and throughout this book). In school, especially in those first years of schooling, children start to create a framework about what school is, what school offers them, how school helps them make sense of their world, and of course, how others play a role in that learning. These are important and powerful years.


Key Questions

As We Begin is informed by and focuses on the value of inquiry, intellectual curiosity, and creativity for both the teacher/learner and the student/learner. This book seeks to contextualize MBE concepts in real early childhood classrooms, something that is currently lacking in the plethora of books and articles pertaining to MBE. In this book, you may find some things that create dissonance with your current practice or thinking and that might require some questioning, investigating, and research of your own. In this book I aim to hold the truths we know as classroom teachers alongside the truths of the science of teaching and learning.

Some of the guiding questions, compelling research findings, and insights in this book are my own, others I have collected from educators and theorists such as the inspirational and profound work of art education visionary, Elliott Eisner, and Loris Malaguzzi who founded the Reggio Emilia Approach. I also cite many studies with promising findings, most of which come from robust research in the field of Mind, Brain, and Education. As is the nature of science, research evolves, and educational implications and strategies often change along with it. In this ever-changing world of research, the need to keep curious and abreast of the ideas and findings out there never ceases. It is in this spirit that I hope the reader approaches the research and ideas laid forth.

Asking thoughtful questions matters, for they guide our work. The answers provide the opportunity to reorganize schemata, recalibrate, reconnect, and then come up with new questions. Questions invigorate, they open up new ways of seeing and thinking, and spark conversations with others. They give us something to strive for. I am concerned for children who do not have any questions just as I am concerned about educators who do not have questions. So, let us stay curious and continue to question. Some of the questions posed in this book are reflective and specific to you, the reader. What are your beliefs and values about early childhood and early childhood education? Is your practice aligned with those beliefs and values? Often a teacher holds certain beliefs, but feels compelled, for one reason or another, to use pedagogy that is counter to those beliefs. Awareness of this incongruence allows us to make necessary changes to our practice. Other recurring questions are: What do the various disciplines related to the mind, brain, learning, and early childhood say about a particular topic? Does my practice align with the research? What is the impact my practice is having on my students in both the short and long term?

I hope this book both validates and challenges you as a reader. I hope that it helps you make connections that clarify your own passions and motivations in this work. I hope that it creates an opportunity for you to build new schemata and bring that to bear in your practice. I hope that it sparks conversations with others. I hope this book reaffirms for you the importance of this work and inspires you to ponder, to wonder, and keep learning and growing in this field of early childhood education.



The structure of this book

This book is divided into three parts: Big ideas; Foundational Knowledge; and Zooming In. Similarly, each chapter is divided into three sections: the what; the why; and the how. What covers the knowledge. Why covers the underpinning reasons why this knowledge is important and impactful. How covers the suggestions that will help the educator align that research to their everyday practice.

As We Begin addresses big ideas and asks big questions of the field and the reader. It holds many complex ideas, theories, and areas of research. It invites reflection and conversation. It should not be read in one sitting. This is a book to read, digest, and then step away. Sit with the ideas and make connections to your practice, experience, and knowledge before continuing.
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