
Child Development Institute Occasional Papers 
 
The Child Development Institute (CDI) has undertaken the publication and dissemination of papers on important and 
timely topics in child development and education. Below is a selection of occasional papers published to date. 
Additional titles and full-text versions are available for download (as a pdf document) through the CDI Web site: 
http://www.slc.edu/cdi/Occasional_Papers.php.  
 
Open Pandora's Box: Curiosity in the Classroom (2006) 
by Susan Engel 
 
This paper discusses two metaphors that have shaped our understanding of children over the past century: wild child 
and little scientist. Each of these metaphors captures common every day expectations and interpretations of children. 
The two metaphors also frame the research developmental psychologists have conducted -- typically characterizing 
children as either unruly masses of impulse and feeling, or as hyper-rational mini adults. These metaphors distort what 
children are really like, further perpetuating research that fails to capture the complexity and dynamism of the child’s 
experience, as well as encouraging inappropriate educational and parenting practices. An alternative way of thinking 
about children is presented, and data are presented from a study which examines how children’s curiosity is and is not 
expressed in classroom settings. 
 
Teaching as Political Work: Courageous and Caring Teachers (2006) 
by Sonia Nieto 
 
In this paper, Sonia Nieto develops the thesis that teaching is political work by showing how issues of power and 
privilege are involved in all aspects of education -- from classroom practices to infrastructure, from testing issues to 
decisions about curriculum. At the center of the educational process stands the teacher and teachers can make a 
difference. Drawing on her research, Nieto describes the qualities of teachers who make a positive difference in the 
lives of students, particularly those students who have been marginalized. These qualities can be summarized as: a sense 
of mission; solidarity with, and empathy for their students; courage to challenge mainstream knowledge; improvisation; 
and a passion for social justice. 
 
Guidelines for Observing Young Children in School (2004) 
by Margery B. Franklin 
 
This brief guide is intended for students and teachers who are interested in learning the basics of observing children in 
their everyday surroundings. Franklin suggests that most books on observation set out a list of requirements for 
“objective observation” that are daunting to all but the most devoted researcher and, in fact, can become a screen rather 
than a window between the observer and the observed. Franklin’s guidelines are designed to make the process of 
observation both engaging and productive, yielding nuanced materials for interpretation. The guidelines are presented 
under the headings of: (1) observational settings and the observer, (2) what to observe, (3) types of observational 
records, and (4) observation and interpretation. Different types of observational records are illustrated by five samples.  
 
Nurturing the Remarkable Powers of Children (2003) 
by William Crain 
 
Crain identifies five powers of children that he believes are inherent in the child’s orientation to the world and describes 
how these powers can be supported and nurtured. The first is the propensity towards curiosity and exploration. Toddlers 
are often very adventurous. Coming to understand the possible risks of exploration, older children are sometimes more 
cautious. From early on, children seek ways to express their thoughts and feelings in artistic forms. This second 
“power” can be seen in young children’s drawings which rarely embody an adult’s reality-oriented view of the world 
but are replete with aesthetic qualities. Thirdly, we should recognize children’s tendency to engage in dramatic play. 
Children use dolls, sticks, rocks, and all kinds of objects to make up elaborate scenarios. A fourth strong propensity is 
children’s keen interest in the natural world. Children are eager to explore natural settings, and to learn about the 
animals and plants that inhabit these environments. The child’s acquisition and mastery of language reflects yet another 
strong inclination of the early years. How can we nurture the child’s propensities toward exploration, aesthetic 
expression, make-believe play, sensitivity to nature, and the mastery of language? We must take our cues from the child, 
and provide opportunities for children to work on the activities that generate their interest. A supportive, encouraging 
environment is more appropriate and effective than direct instruction.  
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Keeping the Faith: Teaching and Social Responsibility in Challenging Times (2002) 
by Tom Roderick 
 
How does one maintain and communicate courage and hope in an era filled with major catastrophes, such as the World 
Trade Center tragedy, war, and other threats? Teachers are among those who have provided strength, comfort and hope 
in these times. How can they help children and their families understand and cope with world crises that impinge on 
their lives? Roderick provides clues and guidelines through accounts of specific incidents and a more encompassing 
statement of three tasks. First, he suggests we teach social studies in ways that connect to the children’s experience and, 
at the same time, lead children to understanding of the wider world. The second broad task is to strengthen community 
in our classrooms and our schools. This is as important an undertaking for teachers and administrators as it is for 
children. Thirdly, educators need to speak up, to make their voices heard in the political arena where decisions are made. 
Roderick reminds us that “keeping the faith” means pursuing the highest aim of education in a democratic society. As 
adult role models, it is vital that we foster in our students the values and skills of a democratic citizenship. 
 
Educational Standards in a Democratic Society: Questioning Process and Consequences (2000) 
by Harriet K. Cuffaro 
 
Calls for school reform and performance have crested and receded many times this century. It has been argued that 
establishing rigorous academic standards will revolutionize education and improve equity. The current standards 
movement seeks to specify what students are expected to know at each grade level in various subjects. Standardized 
tests are the usual means of assessing whether the posited level of accomplishment has been attained. The curriculum 
may be shaped by emphasis on establishing uniform standards across the board and reliance on tests as the exclusive 
means of assessment. Increasingly sharp criticism of standards has surfaced recently. Much current criticism focuses on 
the role and nature of education in a democratic society. Dewey's broad, dynamic understanding of the relationship 
between education and democracy emphasized the importance of developing shared common purposes through 
communication – open conversation and discussion. Many critics, as well as some supporters, believe current standards 
are too precise and do not encourage students’ genuine understanding. Frequently overlooked are the substantial 
limitations and potential dangers of assessment via standardized tests which do not take into account the child’s 
individuality or experience outside school. Cuffaro draws on the work of a first grade teacher (in a school on Lower 
East Side of New York) to discuss how teachers may focus on the specific skills students need in diverse settings and 
the development and use of alternative assessment instruments.  
 
From Play to Literacy: Implications for the Classroom (2000) 
by Sara Wilford 
 
This paper considers the connection between play and literacy in the early childhood classroom. The paper discusses 
five literacy goals that can be reached by supporting children's natural inclination toward playful endeavors: (1) 
developing symbolic processes; (2) fostering language growth; (3) supporting the ability to solve problems; (4) 
enhancing the motivation or disposition to persist in literacy activities; and (5) facilitating joyful engagement as children 
speak, listen, read, and write. The paper also examines aspects of early childhood classrooms where play is valued and 
literacy fostered, focusing on the five goals. Five classroom aspects are discussed: (1) a classroom structure that 
includes a flexible schedule and sufficient inviting materials to allow opportunities for imaginative play, the 
development of symbolic processes, and the ensuing effects on literacy development; (2) an environment that 
encourages literacy growth through fostering phonemic awareness, ever-expanding vocabulary, and meaningful 
expression; (3) a curriculum that is relevant to children's interests and developmental stages, and rich in problem-
solving opportunities; (4) a climate of persistence through the use of self-initiated practice; and (5) celebrating the 
centrality of story in human lives and the joy that is possible when teachers understand that all aspects of literacy come 
together in mutual stories. The paper concludes that acknowledging the literacy implications in children's play should be 
seen as supportive of, rather than in opposition to, the acquisition of literacy skill.  
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