
kept safe, then how will they learn the same life lessons 
we learned? Do we want a child who has never crossed a 
busy street or driven her bicycle to school driving the 
family car? 

• Step Two: Think about your students. What are they try­
ing to achieve through their reckless and irresponsible 
behaviours? Alternatively, why are they so anxious? Why 
do they show so little common sense7 It is important for 
us as adults to look at children and the decisions they 
make as functional adaptations to their environments. 
The withdrawn child has accepted our definition of the 
world as dangerous. The delinquent has gone out to find 
her own rites of passage to adulthood. 

• Step Three: Combine what we've learned from Steps 
One and Two. Offer children substitutes that meet their 
needs for risk and responsibility but keep their exposure to 
danger within manageable limits. If climbing trees, wear­
ing trendy clothing, and snowball fights were ways we 
showed maturity and learned about limits and common 
sense, then we need to ask ourselves what are we going 
to offer to our kids to help them experience these same 
life lessons. Our role is to offer substitutes that give them 
risk and responsibility without endangering them. 

L1'KE AN UNTAXED IMMUNE SYSTEM, HOWEVER, OUR PSYCHOSOCIAL 

GROWTH STALLS WHEN WE FAIL TO EXPERIENCE CHALLENGE AND STRESS. 

This may mean dances where the kids push the limits of 
good taste (didn't we, in our own time, do the same?). 

This may mean adventure trips where 
kids scale mountains, ride zip lines and 
run the chance of getting hurt. 

This may mean playgrounds where 
behaviour is monitored, but risk-tak­
ing is encouraged. 

This may mean schools where chil­
dren are given lots of responsibilities, 
as hall monitors, crossing guards, and 
events coordinators. 

THE NEED FOR SPEED 

Making our worlds safer and safer, 
we ignore the damage we are doing. 
It's easy to see the destructiveness of 
the path we are on when we look 
inter-nationally. In Tokyo, there are 
playgrounds for children with anxious 
parents. Indoor air-conditioning, ster­
ilized sand, security cameras and 
plasticized edges combine to remove 
all danger. Like an untaxed immune 
system, however, our psychosocial 
growth stalls when we fail to experi­
ence challenge and stress. Children 
compensate for the added security we 
provide. Studies of risk-taking among 
children show that all that gear we 
wrap them in makes them take larger 
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risks than they would if they weren't so protected. Wearing 
a helmet actually makes kids feel like they can do more 
dangerous stunts. A bike helmet and elbow guards are a 
formula for excessive speed and unstable turns. 

While I'm not advocating taking the gear off, it's impor­
tant to realize that children want the same kinds of experi­
ences we had groWing up. Olympic medalist and advocate 
for children's play, Silken Laumann, reminds us in her book 
Right to Play that children still need space to break with 
structure. They need risk and responsibility. 

Adrian and Brittany could use more time with their par­
ents, for sure. They would benefit from a healthier diet. 
They should get all their homework done on time. But to 
overlook the advantages they experience over more clois­
tered kids is to forget what many of us adults experienced 
groWing up: opportunities to hear "You belong," "You're 
trustworthy," "You're capable," and "You're responsible." 
Those are four powerful messages that children want to 
hear when they seek adventure of one sort or another. If 
Adrian and Brittany get into trouble, it's not for lack of 
manageable amounts of risk and responsibility. It will be 
because they haven't heard those messages from parents 
and educators. I 
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