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THERE'S MORE TO READING THAN MEETS THE EYE 

By Barbara Sokolov 
From Renewal: Spring Summer 2000, Volume 9 Number 1 

 
Everyone who comes in contact with Waldorf education is sure to notice how 
beautiful it is, from the enchanting natural toys and seasonal themes in the 
kindergarten rooms, to the incredible chalkboard drawings in each classroom. 
Visitors and prospective parents enjoy the amazing array of children's artistic 
creations --the paintings and drawings, knitted dolls and animals, woven 
baskets, beeswax figures, and wood carvings, just to name a few.  The music 
that the children play, their singing, and the wonderful plays each class 
performs are truly impressive.  They admire the main lesson books written and 
illustrated by the students, books that artistically reflect the rich curriculum of a 
Waldorf school.  And of course they can't help but notice the happy faces of the 
children in a Waldorf school. 
 
But invariably the question arises of how and when children are taught to read 
in a Waldorf School.  The growing anxiety in our society over declining reading 
skills is so pervasive that suddenly, all the wonders and beauty of a Waldorf 
education pale in the shadow of the reading issue. "But Waldorf schools take a 
laid back approach to reading," people say.  "Waldorf students are not taught to 
read in first grade like public school students."  As a mother of four Waldorf 
students, I have often heard such remarks, and each time a cry of protest wells 
up inside of me.  "Take a deeper look," I want to shout. There's more to reading 
than you may think at first glance. 
 
People generally think of reading as the ability to recognize the configuration of 
letters on a page and to pronounce the words and sentences represented there. 
This is the mechanical outer activity of reading that is easy to recognize. So, 
when people talk about teaching children to read, they mean teaching them to 
decode the symbols that stand for sounds and words.   
 
I have taught for a number of years in public and parochial schools that use this 
standard approach. In kindergarten, children as young as four years and eight 
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months, are required to memorize the alphabet, a set of abstract symbols, and to learn the sounds that go with them.  This 
process, called reading readiness, is dry and abstract, foreign to the very nature of small children. 
 
In the primary grades, children continue to work on the outer mechanical aspect of reading. Students spend long periods of 
time reading simplistic texts that correspond to the level of their decoding abilities.  Readers and textbooks contain stories and 
information written with restricted vocabularies and simple sentence structure.  There is little to ignite young imaginations, to 
evoke wonder, or to stimulate appreciation for the beauty and complexity of language.   
 
By the time such students reached my fifth and sixth grade classroom, they were all capable of decoding the words on a page, 
with varying degrees of fluidity.  Some were good readers, but for many of my students, the words and sentences did not come 
together into a coherent whole.  They had difficulty understanding or remembering what they read.  On the surface, these 
children appeared to be reading, but with such limited comprehension, can it really be called reading?   
 
Clearly, there is more to reading than meets the eye!  Besides the superficial process of decoding words on a page, there is a 
corresponding inner activity that must be cultivated for true reading to occur.  Waldorf teachers call it "living into the story."  
When a child is living into a story, she forms imaginative inner pictures in response to the words.  Having the ability to form 
mental images, to understand, gives meaning to the process of reading.  Without this ability, a child may well be able to decode 
the words on a page, but he will remain functionally illiterate.   
 
Of course non-Waldorf teachers recognize the importance of the inner activity of reading too.  They refer to it as reading 
comprehension skills.  In the middle and upper grades of elementary school, tremendous effort is spent trying to expand 
students' vocabularies and to somehow work on comprehension.  
This is an arduous task, largely because reading is being taught in a way that is 
out of sync with children's natural capacities.  The teacher in the upper 
grades must address reading comprehension problems and also deal 
with the tremendous antipathy children with difficulties feel towards 
reading. 
 
It is very difficult to teach fifth or sixth graders, who have trouble with reading 
comprehension, how to create mental pictures. This inner capacity seems to 
have never properly developed in many.  In contrast, kindergarten and 
primary grade children, left unhindered, are naturally busy creating 
imaginative inner pictures.  They love listening to stories and actually live in 
the visual realm of imagination.  How tragic that, in most schools, 
kindergarten and primary grade students are diverted from developing 
and strengthening this inner capacity so essential to true reading, in favor of learning dry abstract symbols and decoding skills. 
 
The same thing can be said for vocabulary enrichment.  Everyone knows how effortlessly young children develop a sense for 
language and how quickly and unconsciously their vocabularies grow.  They hear new words in stories and conversations and 
somehow have a sense for their meaning.  They may not be able give dictionary definitions, but somehow new words fit into 
the images that flow through a child's mind when she hears stories.  How unfortunate it is that in the early grades most children 
are not exposed to rich complex language, simply because such language would not be compatible with their limited decoding 
skills.  Just at the time when their minds are most open to language acquisition they are working with artificially limited 
vocabularies in school! Of course, vocabulary building is an ongoing process throughout the school years and beyond.  But it is 
much easier for older children to learn new vocabulary if they already have a well-developed sense of language, and a large 
pool of words and mental images to build upon. 
 
It is apparent that the growing illiteracy problem in this country is not caused by the lack of technical decoding skills.  For most 
of the children with reading deficiencies, it is a crisis in comprehension, a crisis largely brought about by the early introduction 
of abstract decoding skills and by ignoring the powerful tools of imagination and artistic activity that are the natural avenues of 
learning for young school children.  Ironically, the only cure put forward by the educational establishment is to work harder and 
earlier on decoding skills, which only exasperates the problem further.   
 
The conventional method of teaching reading must be turned inside out in order to take advantage of children's naturally 
developing capacities for learning.  And this is precisely what happens in Waldorf Schools.  On the very first day of kindergarten, 

On the very first day of 
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school begin learning to read.  True, 
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children in a Waldorf school begin learning to read.  True, it is not the technical, dry, outer aspect of reading that they are asked 
to work on.  Instead they are engaged with the far more important inner aspect of reading. 
 
Working with a real knowledge of the developing child, Waldorf teachers begin teaching reading by cultivating children's sense 
of language and their inner capacities to form mental images.  Vivid verbal pictures and the use of rich language are constantly 
employed in the classroom.  Difficult vocabulary and complex sentence structure are not held back in the telling of tales. 
Children sing and recite a vast treasury of songs and poems that many learn by heart.  Children live into the world of 
imaginative inner pictures, totally unaware that they are developing the most important capacities needed for reading 
comprehension, for reading with understanding. They learn naturally and joyfully. 
 
Imaginative stories, songs and poetry do not end in kindergarten.  Rudolf Steiner points out that children between the age of 
about seven to fourteen have, above all, the gift of fantasy.  So it only makes sense that children learn best if the curriculum is 
brought in such a way that it captivates their imaginations.  In his book, Kingdom of Childhood, Steiner says, "We should avoid a 
direct approach to the conventional letters of the alphabet which are used in the writing and printing of civilized man.  Rather 
should we lead the child in a vivid and imaginative way, through the various stages which man himself has passed through in the 
history of civilization." 
 
My own children experienced the joy of learning the letters of the alphabet through imaginative stories and through the 
painting or drawing that accompanied each one.  The letter "K", for instance, may be introduced by telling a fanciful story about 
a king.  Then the teacher may draw a picture of the king standing in a pose that looks similar to the letter "K."  This process 
hearkens back to the picture writing of early man, and gives our modern symbols real and living qualities to which children can 
relate.  Although it took the entire year of first grade to present the alphabet in this way, my children were never bored.  They 
were living into their fantasy, living with a wellspring of imaginative pictures.  They were, in fact learning reading 
comprehension, long before they learned decoding.  Amazingly, Waldorf children learn the hard part first without even knowing 
it!  They live into the stories, they create inner pictures, and they understand the words.  Then comes the easy part, learning to 
decode letters that are no longer so abstract and foreign, and to read the printed word. 
 
So, the first book that my daughter, Anna, read when she was "finally taught to read" was not a dull primer, but beautiful prose 
by E. B. White, Charlotte's Web.  True, she learned to decode later than many of her public school counterparts, but she learned 
to read fluently, with understanding and enjoyment, much sooner than most.  Take a look at the sophisticated novels and 
poetry that upper grade Waldorf students are reading.  Take in an eighth grade production of Shakespeare, and you will see the 
wisdom of the Waldorf approach to reading 
 
Working with a true knowledge of the human being, a true understanding of the stages of child development, the Waldorf 
teacher is able to educate children in ways that enable them to blossom forth with joy.  As Rudolf Steiner says, "It is indeed so 
that a true knowledge of man loosens and releases the inner life of soul and brings a smile to the face.έ  Rudolf Steiner, The Kingdom 

of Childhood. Introductory Talks on Waldorf Education Anthroposophic Press, 1995, p. 23 2 lbid, p. 22 
 

THE DEATH AND LIFE OF AMERICAN IMAGINATION 

How a generation is squandering its most critical resource 

Jeannine Ouellette [2]      

Published on The Rake Magazine (http://www.rakemag.com) November 2007 Issue [1] 

In February 1953, a violent North Sea storm [4] crashed through the Dutch levee system, killing 1,835 people and leaving a 

hundred thousand others homeless. In the aftermath, the country responded by building the Delta Works [5]Σ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 

sophisticated system of flood defenses. According to John McQuaid [6], a reporter for Mother Jones [7] on assignment in the 

bŜǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ άŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ млл ǘƛƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǊƛƴƎŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ Ǝƻŀƭ όƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘύ 

ŦƻǊ bŜǿ hǊƭŜŀƴǎΩ Ƴƻǎǘ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎΦ 9ǾŜƴ 5ǳǘŎƘ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜƭŀƴŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ 9ŀǎȅΦέ !ǎ ƻƴŜ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊ ǘƻƭŘ aŎvǳŀƛŘΣ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 5Ŝƭǘŀ ²ƻǊƪǎ άǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƻƴΦέ  

http://www.rakemag.com/authors/jeannine-ouellette
http://www.rakemag.com/
http://www.rakemag.com/issues/2007/11
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Sea_Flood_of_1953
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delta_Works
http://www.motherjones.com/news/featurex/2007/08/what-the-dutch-can-teach-us-about-weathering-hurricanes.html?src=email&hed_20070829_ts2_What%20the%20Dutch%20Can%20Teach%20Us%20About%20Weathering%20the%20Next%20Katrina
http://www.mojones.com/index.html
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That was half a century ago. Why the disparity between what the Dutch could accomplish then, and what the U.S. (the country 

that did put a man on the moon) has conceived to protect New Orleans, one of its most historic and treasured cities, and the 

surrounding region? You can call it foresight, or innovation, but beyond that, what the Dutch response requiredτand where we 

appear to be failing in our response to the aftermath of Katrinaτwas tremendous imagination.  

Imagination is an intangible, unlimited, and free resource. It is not, at least for the purposes of this discussion, the same as 

fantasy, where universal laws cease to apply, where elephants might speak Latin or humans travel back in time. Nor is 

imagination reserved for artistic pursuits, though imagination is the core of creativity. Applying imagination to problem-solving 

requires the ability to come up with an idea, and to break that idea down into the steps that will bring it to fruition. It also 

requires an alchemical mix of will, vision, discipline, and action, not to mention stubborn perseverance in the face of frustration 

or opposition.  

A prime example of this use of imagination would be George Hotz [10], the seventeen-year-old who spent all summer cracking 

!ǇǇƭŜΩǎ ƛtƘƻƴŜΤ ƘŜ ōǊƻƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ǘƻ !¢ϧ¢Ωǎ ǿƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜŘ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΩ 

networks, even overseas ones. Hotz spent five hundred hours with four online collaborators, and was motivated by the 

chaƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ōȅ άŦǳƴΦέ  

Presently, imagination of this sort is very much in demand. One wake-up call to the erosion of imagination in American culture 

ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴ нллпΣ ǿƘŜƴ άŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ǿŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ фκмм ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ¦.S. officials 

ƳƛǎƧǳŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нллм ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎΦ aŀȅōŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘǎ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ the 

World Trade Center, but plenty of others could and didτand not just those who actually carried out the long-planned and 

highly complex attack. The ability to prevent terrorist attacks depends on leaders who are as imaginative as those who would 

carry them out.  

²ƘƛƭŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΦ Lƴ нллпΣ ŜȄŜŎǳǘives at leading technology 

companies like Dell, Cypress Semiconductor, and IBM spoke to Lee Todd, president of the University of Kentucky, about creating 

sustainable jobs for the U.S. in the years to come. All said the same thing, according to Todd: Imagination and creativity 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ hƴ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ CƻǊǳƳ ŎƘƻǎŜ άThe Creative Imperative [11]έ 

as the theme for its 2006 conference in Davos, Switzerland. Writers like Daniel Pink [12], author of A Whole New Mind, point to 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ άimagination economy [13]έ ŀǎ ŀ ǘǊŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦŦΦ IŜ ǎŜŜǎ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘŜǊƳǎΥ άtŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ƻǳǘǎƻǳǊŎŜŘΣέ tƛƴƪ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΦ ά{ƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ 

demand for nonmaterial things like stories and design. Typically these are things we associate with the right side of the brain, 

with artistic and empathetic and playful ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦέ  

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻǊǳǎΣ ǘƻƻΦ ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ-minded focus on science, 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘƘ όΨ{¢9aΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎύ ƛǎ ŀŘƳƛǊŀōƭŜ ōǳǘ ƳƛǎƎǳƛŘŜŘΣέ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘǿƻ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ¦Φ{Φ ǎŜŎǊŜtaries of 

education in the August 12 issue of The Wall Street Journal Online [14]. What makes America competitive in a shrinking global 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΣ ƛǎ άƻǳǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƭƛǘy, imagination, restlessness, energy, ambition, and problem-solving 

ǇǊƻǿŜǎǎΦέ !ǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǳƳƳŜŘ ƛǘ ǳǇΣ ǘǊǳŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎτeconomic, civic, cultural, domestic, militaryτdepends on a broadly educated 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ άŦƭƻǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎǘŜƳǎΦέ  

If imaginatioƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŀƛƭǎ ǳǎΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΚ ²Ŝ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀǘ ŀ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƳŀǘƘ 

and science, but imagination is practically built into the American character. For the immigrants instrumental in building this 

nation, from the Pilgrims to the most recent arrivals, leaving the homeland required not just guts, but the ability to envisionτto 

imagineτa better life. So did figuring out how to survive once they arrived here. Combined with a hearty work ethic (another 

badge of U.S. pride), imagination is what propelled this country into world leadership, what got our man on the moon. The 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎΣ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǎǳƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀōƭŜΦ  

ά!Řǳƭǘ ƭƛŦŜ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ǎŀƛŘ Dana Gioia [15], speaking before the graduating class of Stanford University last 

WǳƴŜΦ ά!ƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜΦέ .ȅ ǘƘŀǘΣ DƛƻƛŀΣ ŀ ǇƻŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊƳŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

Endowment for the Arts, mŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǇŀǿƴŜŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

entertainment. They feed us an endless stream of stock imagery and flashy distractionsτάŎƻƴǘŜƴǘέ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǇǊŜŘƛƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

does little or nothing in the way of encouraging us to form our own mental images, ideas, or stories. With this type of passive 

ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƭŜǎǎ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŦŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊƴƻǳǊƛǎƘŜŘ ŎƻǳŎƘ-potato than her body.  

http://myitthings.com/Vasu/Post/tech/It_Invention/George_Hotz_unlocks_iPhone/12825200721286911.htm
http://www.cosmoworlds.com/world_economic_forum-2006.htm
http://www.danpink.com/
http://money.cnn.com/2006/07/05/magazines/fortune/imaginationeconomy.fortune/index.htm
http://online.wsj.com/public/us
http://www.danagioia.net/
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DƛƻƛŀΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƭŀƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǾŜǊƛǎƘƳŜƴǘέ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙe said was evident in a widespread lack of interest in the arts and 

artistsτŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ōƭŀƳŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΩǎ ǇǊŜƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘƘƭŜǘŜǎΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ {ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘΩǎ 

graduating class was rather unimpressed with the selection of Gioƛŀ ŀǎ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊΥ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ 

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǇ ƻƴ ¢±τor YouTube or MySpace or anywhere that might have given him some 

ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƴŀƳŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿork of poetsτnot to mention that of scientists, 

writers, painters, thinkersτto compete with the continual stream of spectacle produced by the likes of Britney Spears and 

Michael Vick, in a market where young people spend 44.5 hours each week in front of computer, TV, and video-game screens 

(and this figure, from 2005 research, is too dated to adequately consider the explosion in cell-phone texting as additional screen 

time).  

Much has been discussed about whether all these hours spent in front of screens are contributing factors in the explosion of 

!55Σ ŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀǳǘƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōŜǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊτand there is some compelling 

research on thisτis what kids are not doing during those 44.5 hours of screen time (besides noǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ DƛƻƛŀΩǎ ǇƻŜǘǊȅύΣ ŀƴŘ 

Ƙƻǿ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƳƛƎƘǘ Ƙŀǳƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀŘǳƭǘƘƻƻŘΦ  

ά²ŜΩǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9Ř aƛƭƭŜǊΦ 

Currently a senior staff member for the Maryland-based Alliance for Childhood [18], Miller has a long history in education as a 

professor, policy analyst, and former editor of the Harvard Education LetterΦ ά²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀt the outcome is going to be. 

²ŜΩǊŜ ǊƻōōƛƴƎ ƪƛŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƛǊǘƘǊƛƎƘǘΥ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŦǊŜŜΣ ǳƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦέ  

bƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ aƛƭƭŜǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀȅ άYƛŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻΦέ .ȅ άŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǇƭŀȅΣέ ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ that is 

unencumbered by adult direction, and does not depend on manufactured items or rules imposed by someone other than the 

kids themselves. He is referring to the kind of play that is not dependent on meddling or praise or validation from well-meaning 

parents on the sidelines. In fact, free and unstructured play is so encompassing for children that the entire adult world 

ŜǾŀǇƻǊŀǘŜǎΤ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƻǎŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅΦ aƻǎǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ŜǾŜǊ ƧƻƭǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǿith 

a calƭ ŦƻǊ ƭǳƴŎƘ ƻǊ ōŜŘǘƛƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀǘǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀǿŀƪŜƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘǊŜŀƳΦ  

This type of play, both potent and transporting, has all but disappeared from contemporary childhood, Miller notes. Cognitive 

scientists, who investigate the basic logic that allows children to learn so much about the world so quickly, are worried. This 

άōŀǎƛŎ ƭƻƎƛŎέ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ άǘƻ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǎΣ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǎ ǿŜ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘ ƴƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

bring those worlds into beingΣέ ǎŀȅǎ Alison Gopnik [19]Φ !ƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ 

The Scientist in the CribΣ DƻǇƴƛƪ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘƛǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ŀƭǘŜǊƴative possibilities and make them realτliterally to 

change the worldτƛǎ ŀ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜΦέ  

For many children, that inheritance has been jeopardized. Middleτ and upperτincome children are especially pinched. 

CertainlyΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǇƭŀȅΦ tƭŀȅƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘΤ ǘƻȅǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻōǎƻƭŜǘŜΦ .ǳǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƪƛŘǎ ŎǊŀƳ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ 

each week in between those forty-Ǉƭǳǎ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ƳǳǎƛŎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ Ŏƭǳō ǘƻ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎŜŘ άǇƭŀȅ 

ŘŀǘŜǎΦέ !ƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƘŜƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ ŦŜŀǊǎΣ ŦǳŜƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ǝƻ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŜǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƪƛŘǎ ƛƴŘƻƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ǿŀǘŎƘŦǳƭ ŜȅŜΦ  

wƻƎŜǊ IŀǊǘΩǎ [22] latest research on this topic has him rattled. Hart is a geographer, professor of environmental and 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǘ /ƛǘȅ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ DǊƻǳǇΦ 

Thirty-three years ago, as a dissertation project, he studied eighty-ǎƛȄ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǊǳǊŀƭ ±ŜǊƳƻƴǘ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΦ άL ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ƘŀŘ 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƪƛŘǎΣέ ƘŜ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΦ ά²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ōŀōƻƻƴǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦέ IŀǊǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ мфтуΣ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ άǇƭŀŎŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

spent alone, or with peers, exploring their outdoor environment.  

Recently, Hart initiated a new series of observations in the same rural village, and found stark differences from his original data.  

ά¢ƘƛǊǘȅ-three years ago, a nine-year-old boy could run anywhere he wanted. Now, that freedom is withheld until at least 

ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴŎŜΦ !ƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎΣέ IŀǊǘ ǎŀƛŘΦ ά¢ƻŘŀȅΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ŜǾŜǊ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀƭƻƴŜΦέ  

aǳŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ-protecting our children, putting them at risk for 

obesity, and so on. But Hart is interested in speculating ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ άCƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣέ ƘŜ ƳǳǎŜŘΣ άƛǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ 

http://www.allianceforchildhood.net/index.htm
http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/bios/gopnik.html
http://web.gc.cuny.edu/che/cerg/research_team/roger_hart_index.htm
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what it means when children spend less time with other children, or when they no longer direct their own play. They rely on 

adult direction or the implicit direction in manufactured actƛǾƛǘȅΦ ¸ƻǳ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ Ψtƭŀȅ 

ǿƘŀǘΚΩ έ  

ά! ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΣ ŀ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΣ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇŀǘƘτŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ 

ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǳǇ Ψǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻǊ ǎƻΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 9Ř aƛƭƭŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘΦ !Řǳƭǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘǎ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŦƭƻǳǊƛǎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳture. 

But there are other, even greater riskǎΣ aƛƭƭŜǊ ǎŀȅǎΦ άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ 

ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ IŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ-ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ ά²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ Ŝƴough collective imagination for people to truly picture the consequences in a vivid enough 

ǿŀȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ  

Part of the lack of action around climate change might stem from the difficulties, in a culture largely shielded from most violent 

effects of weather, in imagining such far-reaching consequences. However, that general sort of inertia around a pressing issueτ

the inertia that Miller believes stems from an atrophied imaginationτplays out in other arenas as well.  

 άLŦ ŦǊŜŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀl for kids to become free agents with autonomy, who know they deserve a voice in public decision 

ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƛƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ άŀ ƴŜǿ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘȅǊŀƴƴȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ 

willing to let authorities make decisionǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴτor lack thereofτto government wire-tapping and 

ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ŀǊŜΣ ƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎΣ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŀǇŀǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜΦ άtŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ 

government spy on them and monitor their calls and eƳŀƛƭǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ǎŀŦŜΦ 

CǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎΦ aŀȅōŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜΦ .ǳǘ L ƘƻǇŜ ƴƻǘΦέ  

Human nature seems almost to require that every generation bemoan the attitudes and prospects of younger generations. Even 

so, to think that the relentless pace of change in the last century will not have serious effects is naïve.  

LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛǎ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ Iƻǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭinked to the imaginative 

powers of its citizens? One way to look at it is through patents: A decade ago, American companies and engineers were granted 

ten thousand more U.S. patents than foreign entities, but that lead has now dwindled to four thousand. In 2004, only four 

American companies ranked among the top ten recipients of patents granted by the patent office. And despite the 

ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ άǎƛƴƎƭŜ-ƳƛƴŘŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘƘέ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ 

ago a report from the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine [25] ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

building blocks of our economic leadership are eroding at a time when many other nations are ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΦέ LƴǘŜƭ 

cofounder Andy Grove [26] quoted in NewsweekΣ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ōƭǳƴǘΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ άŘƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǳōŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ 

ǇŀǊǘ ƛǎ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ƪƴƻǿǎ ƛǘΦέ  

Civic participation is another barometer of the health of the American imagination. Four years on, the Iraq war has become as 

ǳƴǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳ ǿŀǊ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ мфсуΣ ȅŜǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘƻǊǎΚ !ƴŀƭȅǎǘǎ ǎŀȅ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

marching because the alternative to war is not clearτand because, with no military draft, people are largely unaffected by the 

ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻǇǇƻǎŜΦ ά¢ƘŜ LǊŀǉ ǿŀǊΣ ŀǎ ōŀŘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ŀ ŦŀǊ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳ ŘƛŘΣέ ǎaid 

Charles Franklin [27], a political science professor at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, quoted in the Agence France-

PresseΦ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊΣέ ƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΦ  

Factor in as well an attention-getting new study that reveals a generation of highly narcissistic college students, a trait that does 

not tend to foster that alchemical mix of vision, will, discipline, and action necessary to solve pressing societal problems. In 

2006, two-thirds of students had above-average scores on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory, a thirty-percent increase over 

1982. One of the researchers pointed to online phenomena like MySpace and YouTube, saying that both encourage attention-

seeking and navel-gazing. This kind of self-involvement may also help explain why adults between the ages of eighteen and 

twenty-four are now the least likely to turn up at the ballot box.  

America, said Dana Gioia, is dividing into two distinct behavioral groups: one that passively consumes electronic entertainment, 

and one that uses technology but also participates in the arts, sports, exerciseτand volunteers at three times the rate of the 

other group. The factor that differentiates these groups is not based on income, geography, or education, but simply on 

ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜŀŘ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǎΦ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ {ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΣ Dƛƻƛŀ ǎŀƛŘΣ άA child who spends a month 

http://www.nas.edu/
http://www.intel.com/pressroom/kits/bios/grove.htm
http://www.polisci.wisc.edu/~franklin/
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mastering Halo or NBA Live on Xbox has not been awakened and transformed in the way that child would be by spending time 

ǊŜƘŜŀǊǎƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿΦέ hǊ ōȅ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀ ōƻƻƪΦ ! нллп b9! ǎǘǳŘȅ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŀ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ƭƛǘŜǊary reading with 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ άŦƻǊŜǎƘŀŘƻǿǎ ŀƴ ŜǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǾƛŎ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊΣ Řƻ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ than their 

non-ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǇŜŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƭƻǎǎΣ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ƘŀƭŦ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦέ  

Just as adults are turning away from reading, professors across the country are bemoaning the lack of writing skills among 

college freshmenτanother task requiring imagination. Educators say that because of the bƻ /ƘƛƭŘ [ŜŦǘ .ŜƘƛƴŘ !ŎǘΩǎ [30] 

emphasis on basic skills and multiple-choice testing, they no longer have time to teach a complex, creative skill like writing. 

Composition is a skill that has been used to change the world time and again; for example, support for American independence 

and for the Revolutionary War hinged heavily on the well-articulated argument put forth in ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ tŀƛƴŜΩǎ [31] pamphlet 

Common Sense, which was reproduced a staggering half-million times. In failing to write effectively, we further risk failing to 

articulate our ideas through speech, at least with enough clarity and persuasion to make a difference.  

¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǎƻ-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎƻŦǘέ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ Lƴ Where Do the Children Play? [32], a public television 

documentary to be broadcast next month, pediatrician Kenneth Ginsburg says that through free, child-driven play, kids 

determine their own strengths and weaknesses; they also learn peer negotiation and become familiar with taking chances and 

forging ahead in the face of mistakes and failuresτall traits that employers fear are waning in young new workers.  

Lƴ ŀ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нллт ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ άUnder-9ǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ¦ƴǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘΥ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ 9ƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ƻŦǘ {ƪƛƭƭǎ DŀǇ [33]Σέ 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ tǊƻƳƛǎŜ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ Χ ŀǊŜ 

lacking enougƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŦǘΩ ƻǊ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎτsuch as teamwork, decision making, and communicationτthat will help them 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎΦέ  

DƛǾŜƴ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ 

need to succeed. David Walsh [34], founder of the National Institute on Media and the Family [35] in Minneapolis, agrees that 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƴƻǊƳƻǳǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ ά²ƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ 

ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎτthat 

ǘƻƻƪ ǳǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ !ƎŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴŀƠǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ǇǊƻŦǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ƙŀve a 

ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘΦέ  

His response to the impact of technology is articulated in his ninth and most recent book, No: Why Kidsτof All AgesτNeed to 

Hear It and Ways Parents Can Say ItΦ 9ƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƪƛŘǎΣ ²ŀƭǎƘ ǎŀȅǎΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΩǎ 

ƻƴǎƭŀǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ άƳƻǊŜΣ ŜŀǎȅΣ ŦŀǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴΦέ aƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƻŦ ƪƛŘǎ under six have a TV in their bedrooms, he notes. 

ά¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǿƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƻ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ {ƻ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ 

ƳŀȄƛƳƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴƛƳƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊƳΦέ  

Jane McGonigal [36] is an award-winning designer of computer games and a passionate believer in figuring out ways to 

ƳŀȄƛƳƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƛǊŜŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ hƴ ƘŜǊ ōƭƻƎΣ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ άL ƳŀƪŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ŘŀƳƴΦ L ǎǘǳdy 

how games change lives. I spend a lot of my time figuring out how the games we play today shape our real-world future. And so 

LΩƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ ǿƛƴǎ ŀ bƻōŜƭ tǊƛȊŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ нлонΦέ  

Maybe she will. Last year she completed her PhD at the age of twenty-ƴƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƴŀƳŜŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǘƻǇ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƻǊǎ 

under the age of thirty-five by aL¢Ωǎ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ wŜǾƛŜǿ. Now she teaches at UC Berkeley and the San Francisco Art Institute. 

McGonigal wonders how people and computers could become so connected that collectively they would act more intelligently 

ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΣ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ƻǊ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎΦ {ƘŜΩǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ CǊŜƴŎƘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊ tƛŜǊǊŜ [ȰŜǾȅΩǎ [37] theories in 

άŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ 

[ȰŜǾȅ Ƙŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ άƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ǿƛǎŘƻƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƳagination 

ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅέ ƛƴ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǿŀȅǎΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ά/ŀǊǘŜǎƛŀƴ ŎƻƎƛǘƻέτI think, 

therefore I amτǘƻ άŎƻƎƛǘŀƳǳǎέτwe think, therefore we are.  

aŎDƻƴƛƎŀƭ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ about staring at a tree or drawing with chalk on the 

sidewalk than there is in confronting a virtual-ǿƻǊƭŘ ƳƻƴǎǘŜǊ ƻǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƎǊŀŦŦƛǘƛΦ άL Ŏŀƴ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Child_Left_Behind
http://www.ushistory.org/paine/
http://www.childrenplay.org/matriarch/default.asp
http://www.americaspromise.org/APAPage.aspx?id=8614
http://www.mediafamily.org/about/biodavew.shtml
http://www.mediafamily.org/
http://www.avantgame.com/bio.htm
http://www.artmuseum.net/w2vr/timeline/Levy.html
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ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΣέ ǎŀȅǎ Stuart Brown [40]. The founder of the National Institute for Play [41]Σ .ǊƻǿƴΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ 

ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ōǊŀƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƘǳƳŀƴǎΦ ά¸ƻǳ Ǉǳǘ a subject into a CAT scan or MRI 

machineτwhich measure real-time blood flow into the brainτand you have that person looking at a virtual image, say a hand 

holding a ball, and then compare that to the person looking at an actual hand holding an actual ball.έ ²Ƙŀǘ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΣ 

ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻƴŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘŀƭ ŎƻǊǘŜȄ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊain 

ƛƴ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǿŀȅΦέ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƘŜ ŀllowsτōǳǘ άƛǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ 

ŀǊƻǳǎŀƭ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΦέ  
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forming brains are unalterably influenced by the nature of their experiences. These differences are at the heart of the recent 

ban on cold medicines for very young children proposed by safety experts at the Food and Drug Administration, which has 

ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ƎƻƴŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩs bodies are simply smaller versions of adult ones. The same goes for the 
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American Academy of Pediatrics urges keeping kids under two away from the TV.  

Unlike adults, children do not choose their environments or experiences, or the cultural norms that literally determine the way 

their brains will develop. And so the developing imagination is at its most vulnerable in babies and toddlers, in grade-school 

children, in unfolding adolescents whose minds are malleable and open and at the mercy of whatever environment, whatever 

experiences we adults either provide or deny.  

British historian Arnold J. Toynbee [42] said that apathy can be overcome by enthusiasm, and that enthusiasm can only be 
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the wreckage of another Katrina. But the fate of the American imagination seems also to be governed by an old adageτone 
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