
What do children 

need most? 



TO BE LOVED 



“Children who are truly 

loved…know themselves to be 

valued.  This knowledge is worth 

more than any gold.” 

 
     Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled  



 

Jerome Frank conducted a study 

comparing several different forms of  

psychotherapy to one another.   

He concluded: 

“A totally untrained therapist who 

exercises a great capacity to love 

will achieve psychotherapeutic 

results equal to the best.” 



Your love -- your openness to truly 

listen; being there for your child 

when he or she needs you --  

is more important than your 

knowledge or skill or doing the 

textbook-perfect thing.  



           The spirit rather than the technique.  

The musician who plays from the heart vs. the 

musician with absolutely perfect technique but no 

heart. 

You can do the textbook-perfect thing, but if  it 

doesn’t come from the right place, it will not have 

the desired result.  You can mess up, but if  it 

comes from the right place, it will be all right. 

Relax:  Your ability to love your child, and be 

genuinely present for him or her, is what is most 

important.   



How do we show 

children we care 

about them? 



“The principal form that love takes 

is giving of  your time….being willing 

to listen….When something is of  

value to us we spend time with it.  

So it is when we love our children…. 

we give them our time.”              

Scott Peck 



The most powerful way to 

communicate to our children that we 

care about them is to listen to them.  

Truly listen.   

Give them our time and our attention.         

The quality of  our listening, rather 

than the wisdom of  our words, is often 

what has the most impact. 



Sometimes we’re so busy doing  

for our children, we forget how 

important it is to take time to 

simply be with them.     

    (p.11) 

         



Mindful Listening means staying fully in the 

present moment, giving your child your full, 

undivided attention. 

That’s not so easy. 

To do that you need to set aside your own worries 

and preoccupations, thinking about what you 

need to do next, even trying to anticipate where 

your child’s train of  thought is going or whether 

you are sufficiently in tune with your child. 

Listening with your heart as well as your head -- 

listening not just to the words but to what’s 

unspoken. 



“The greatest gift 

  I can conceive of 

           having 

     from anyone 

               is 

to be seen by them, 

heard by them,  

to be understood.” 

-- Virginia Satir 

But it is so  worth it: 



It's so powerful is to be heard 

/ understood –  

and to be liked anyway  
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When a child doesn’t feel 

understood, little things can 

become BIG issues.     
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In Gottman’s studies, if  the wife felt she 

was being heard the marriage was 

essentially divorce-proof. 

 Gottman JM & Levenson RW. (1999). Rebound 

from marital conflict and divorce prediction.  

Family Process. 38(3):287-92. 
 

“Differences must be grasped, even if  no 

problems are solved.  One of  the reasons 

empathy works so well is because it does 

not require a solution. It requires only 

understanding.”        

John Medina, Brain Rules for Baby 

       



 When a child is unhappy, when there is 

something wrong in a child’s life, our natural 

impulse is to want to get in there and fix it. 

 But if  we  fix it, we are the strong, heroic 

one and the child is the weak and needy one. 

 Because we care, we want to do ‘more’ 

than ‘just’ listen. But what a child needs most 

is for us to listen. Truly listen. 

 Don’t rush to try to problem-solve or sug-

gest solutions.  Be patient; give your child 

time. Let solutions emerge from the child.   

 

  



Fire 
  

What makes a fire burn 

is space between the logs, 

a breathing space. 

Too much of  a good thing,  

too many logs 

packed in too tight 

can douse the flames 

almost as surely  

as a pail of  water would. 
  

So building fires 

requires attention 

to the spaces in between, 

as much as to the wood. 
  



  

When we are able to build 

open spaces  

in the same way 

we have learned 

to pile on the logs, 

then we can come to see how  

it is fuel, and absence of  the fuel 

together, that make fire possible.  
  

We only need to lay a log 

lightly from time to time. 

A fire 

grows 

simply because the space is there, 

with openings 

in which the flame 

that knows just how it wants to burn 

              can find its way.              - Judy Brown 

 



Parents’ & teachers’ “work is more 

like that of  a midwife….When the 

baby is born, there is no question to 

whom it belongs….Lao Tzu says that 

when the sage is at work, people will 

say ‘they did it themselves.’  This is 

empowerment.”  

 

“I solved my problem.” 

(Johanson & Kurtz) 

 



CHILDREN NEED TO 

BELIEVE IN THEMSELVES. 

THEY NEED TO KNOW YOU 

BELIEVE IN THEM. 



Two routes to that: 

• They need to feel you believe in them - 

that you fully expect them to succeed. 

  & 

• They need do-able challenges. They 

need opportunities to do things that 

enable  them  to see for themselves   

that they are capable.  



 

Communicate loud and clear 

the faith and expectation that 

your child will succeed. 



Starting point:  “There’s no question 

you are going to master this.” 

When a toddler falls while trying to 

learn to walk, we don’t say he gets 

a ‘D’; we say, “Don’t worry; I know 

you’re going to be able to  do this.” 



Powerful Role of   

Expectations (by others AND yourself) 

and Attitude 
 

Pygmalion in the Classroom -- powerful 

role of  expectations    Robert Rosenthal 
 

Stereotype threat - female performance on 

math exams   Claude Steele 



“Treat people as if  they 

were what they ought to be 

and you help them become 

what they are capable of  

being.”  

– Johann W. van Goethe  

 



Another way to show children 

we believe in them and have 

faith in them is to give them an 

important responsibility.  

the ‘Coca Cola’ study 

 

 



Children need opportunities to do things that 

enable them to see for themselves  that they 

are capable:     do-able challenges  -- that 

means difficult things (tho’ not too difficult). 

If  you are over-protective, if  you want to save 

your child from ever getting a scratch or from 

ever being frustrated, you are robbing your 

child of  crucially important lessons. 

(research studies by Duckworth, 2010; Lewis & 

Goldberg, 1969; White, 1960) 
 

 



       Pride & self-confidence 

come from seeing yourself  

succeed at something that you 

know was a triumph, something 

that was truly challenging. 

 

 

 



“Executive Functions” 

include or make 

possible: 

 



SELF-CONTROL (resisting temptations, not 

acting impulsively, taking the time to give a more 

considered response 

DISCIPLINE (to stay on task & finish what you’ve 

started, despite many temptations not to) 

REASONING (holding info in mind, relating one 

idea or piece of  info to another) 

CREATIVE PROBLEM-SOLVING (thinking 

outside the box, envisioning new ways to attack a 

problem) 

FLEXIBILITY (to meet novel, unanticipated chal-

lenges, take advantage of  an unanticipated oppor-

tunity, or admit your own error when given new info)  



How can we stop ourselves from get really upset 

when a child misbehaves?  What we usually get 

upset about is the intent we think is behind an 

action. 

Could use Cognitive Flexibility to re-frame: 

 A child might be acting in the most awful manner 

because he has been terribly hurt and is afraid of  

being hurt again, so he will push you away before 

you have a chance to reject him or he will test you to 

see if  are really someone he can feel safe with. 

 If  we see the misbehavior as coming from hurt, 

we can react completely differently. 

 

 



Executive Functions predict 

academic performance in 

the earliest elementary 

grades through university 

better than does IQ. 



Children with better self-control (i.e., children 

who were more persistent, less impulsive, and 

had better attention regulation)  

as adults 30 years later have… 

  better health  

  higher incomes and better jobs 

  fewer run-ins with the law 

  a better quality of  life (happier) 

than those with worse inhibitory control as 

young children,  
 

controlling for IQ, gender, social class, & home 

lives & family circumstances growing up 
 

across diverse measures of  self  control. 



That’s based on a study of  1,000 children born 

in the same city in the same year followed for 32 

years with a 96% retention rate.  

 by Terrie Moffitt et al. (2011)   

 Proceedings of  the Nat’l Academy of  Sci. 

“Interventions that achieve even small improve-

ments in self-control for individuals could shift 

the entire distribution of  outcomes in a salutary 

direction and yield large improvements in 

health, wealth, and crime rate for a nation.”  

 



EFs can be improved, 

but to do so they need 

to be continually 

challenged - not just 

used, but challenged. 



“Executive Functions” 

depend on Prefrontal 

Cortex and the other 

neural regions with which 

it is interconnected. 
 

 



Prefrontal Cortex & Executive 

Functions are the first to suffer, 

& suffer disproportionately,  if  

we are 

 •  sad or stressed  

 •  lonely or 

 •  not physically fit  



Stress impairs Executive 

Functions and can cause anyone 

to look as if  he or she has an EF 

impairment (like ADHD) when 

that’s not the case.  (You may have 

noticed that when you’re stressed 

you cannot think as clearly or 

exercise as good self-control.) 



Stress impairs Executive 

Functions and can cause anyone 

to look as if  he or she has an EF 

impairment (like ADHD) when 

that’s not the case.  (You may have 

noticed that when you’re stressed 

you cannot think as clearly or 

exercise as good self-control.) 



Our brains work better when we are 

not feeling lonely or socially 

isolated.  

 
  Loneliness: Human Nature and  

the Need for Social Connection 
2008 

a book by John Cacioppo & William Patrick  
 

This is particularly  true for PFC & EFs. 



Our brains work better when our 

bodies are physically fit.  

 
  Nature Reviews Neuroscience  (January 2008)  

“Be Smart, Exercise Your Heart:  

Exercise Effects on Brain and Cognition” 

Charles Hillman, Kirk Erickson & Art Kramer 

 “There is little doubt that leading a sedentary life 

  is bad for our cognitive health.” 

This is particularly  true for PFC & EFs. 



To show the EFs they are capable of, to 

achieve the academic outcomes of  they 

are capable of, children need to  

•  feel joyful, self-confident, & motivated  

•  feel they are in a supportive 

community they can count on, and           

•  their bodies need to be fit and healthy.   



What activities  

 …challenge our executive functions,  

 …make us happy & proud, 

 …address our social needs, and 

 …help our bodies develop 

                              ? 



Music-making, dancing, and 

playing sports address our 

 cognitive,  

 emotional,  

 social, &  

 physical needs.  



For 10's of  1,000's of  years, across all 

cultures, storytelling, dance, art, and 

play have been part of  the human 

condition.  

 People in all  cultures made music, 

sang, danced, and played games.  

There are good reasons why those 

activities have lasted so long and 

arisen everywhere.   



VIDEO 
roughly 3 minutes each of 

Youth Circus 

El Sistema Orchestra 

National Dance Institute 
 

URL for the video is: 

www.devcogneuro.com/videos/circus_m

usic_dance_v3.wmv 

 

http://www.devcogneuro.com/videos/circus_music_dance_v3.wmv
http://www.devcogneuro.com/videos/circus_music_dance_v3.wmv


Life and Learning can be Joyous! 

Kids can have a great time  

-  and at the same time  

learn more and do better!  



Might as well have children 

do things they can put their 

heart and soul into. 
 



JOY is NOT the 

opposite of SERIOUS 

 

Serious business (like 

learning) can be JOYFUL 



None of  these programs lets children 

get away easily; they hold children to 

high standards.   

Children rise to the occasion. 

The children have a lot of  fun yet they 

also work very hard.  Those two are 

not incompatible.   

 



We don’t want just the absence 

of  stress for our children. 
 

We want JOY; we want our 

children to FLOURISH. 
 

(Not just the absence of  disease, 

but the presence of  radiant health 

& well-being.) 



Passionate Enthusiasm (‘Ruach’) 

 

  Let’s engage students’ interests,  

  imagination, intellect, & passion 

 
 



Let’s build their confidence and sense 

of  self-efficacy.   

Let’s help them learn  

that with effort they  

can succeed -- that 

what looked impos- 

sible often becomes  

possible, even easy, if  you keep trying 

and practicing. 

 



“You've never failed until you've tried for the  

last time, and you've never lost until you quit.” 

                      --  Samuel Proctor Massie 
Few people have attained the respect, admiration, and degree of 

excellence achieved by Samuel Massie, born in the segregated South. 

Born in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1919, Samuel 

Massie was the grandson of slaves.  In 1966 he 

became the first African-American professor at  

the US Naval Academy. He was named 1 of the   

6 best college chemistry professors in the US &   

one of the 75 premier chemists of the 20th 

century, along with Marie Curie, James Watson, 

and Francis Crick.  In 1995 Dr. Massie’s portrait 

was hung in the National Academy of Science 

gallery and in 2002 the US Dept. of Energy   

chose to name its Chairs of Excellence in the 

environmental sciences in his honour. 

Let them know… 

It’s never over 

‘til it’s over 



    These Engage Child’s Hearts & Minds 

JOY, PASSION – engage & motivate   EMOTIONS 

      These are fun, rewarding activities! 

HARD WORK, PERSISTENCE, DISCIPLINE 

    practice, practice, practice 

HIGH STANDARDS – challenge the children 

COGNITIVELY DEMANDING – challenge 

concentration, sustained attention, 

working memory (remember complicated 

sequences), self-control             COGNITIVE 

SELF-CONFIDENCE, PRIDE 

PROGRESS AT THEIR OWN RATE 



Contrast that with children 

feeling pushed or pressured, 

feeling it would be terrible if  

they made a mistake. 

 

 



SOCIAL SUPPORT / BELONGING – part of  a 

team or an ensemble of  dancers or musicians. 

Children help one another, listen to one other, & 

respect one another.  “We’re in this together.”  

Each is an important part of  the whole.  SOCIAL 

CLOSE MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS  

“I care about you” 

Only competition is with your own past perform-

ance - NO LOSERS - only winners - Children 

aren’t left to flounder & feel embarassed 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY - develop cardio fitness, 

balance, coordination, strength, & flexibility)       

                 PHYSICAL 



   Research shows that what brings people    

the most happiness is not money or creature 

comforts,  

but rather feeling that what you are doing has 

meaning, that it benefits others, that you are 

united with others in trying to achieve an 

important shared goal. 

Happiness runs in a circular motion. 

Often, what makes us happiest is making 

others happy.  Being  kind to others is not only 

good for others; it is good for YOU -- it is the 

best route to genuine happiness. 

Carol Ryff 



For children to understand the 

deep truth of: 

“if  you want to be happy, 

practice compassion”  

they need to practice 

compassion and experience for 

themselves the joy it brings them 

 



SOCIAL SUPPORT / BELONGING – part of  a 

team or an ensemble of  dancers or musicians. 

Children help one another, listen to one other, & 

respect one another.  “We’re in this together.”  

Each is an important part of  the whole.  SOCIAL 

CLOSE MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS  

“I care about you” 

Only competition is with your own past perform-

ance - NO LOSERS - only winners - Children 

aren’t left to flounder & feel embarassed 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY - develop cardio fitness, 

balance, coordination, strength, & flexibility)       

                 PHYSICAL 



Rather than letting children 

flounder, mentors provide 

scaffolds so each child is able 

to succeed. Scaffolds enable 

children to practice skills they 

would not otherwise be able to 

practice.   





Because youth circus, El Sistema, & 

NDI challenge EFs directly,  

and indirectly support EFs by  

  increasing joy,  

  a sense of  belonging, &  

  physical exercise,  

I predict they should improve EFs. 

(and we’re hoping to test that prediction for El Sistema 

Orchestra, for social, communal dance, & for Youth 

Circus, if  we can get  the funding ) 



Almost any activity, if  done the 

right way, can be the means for 

disciplining the mind and 

enhancing resilience.         

 MANY activities I have not 

talked might well improve EFs. 

   



could be caring for an animal….     





SERVICE ACTIVITIES 

activities where the children are working to help  

their community or people elsewhere  

a goal larger than oneself  --  

helping children in Haiti, helping a 

local family whose home burned 

down, lobbying to get a new 

playground for the neighborhood 
 



These are acts of  caring and generosity,  

They require forethought , planning, and 

     perseverance even in the face of  setbacks,  

     creativity and flexibility when unexpected     

          obstacles or opportunities arise, and  

putting into use what they’ve learned in school. 

Each is a member of  a group working toward 

an important shared goal. 



Free the Children  
 

Children Changing the World  

More than 1.7 million youth involved 

in innovative education and develop-

ment programs in 45 countries. 

Educates, engages, and empowers 

young people to be confident young 

change-makers and lifelong active 

citizens. 

97% 
of  their students now believe they 

can make a difference in the world. 
89% 

confirm that their students are 

more confident in their goal-setting 

and completion. 

85% 
find a greater atmosphere of caring 

and compassion in the school. 
90% 

of their students have 

demonstrated increased leadership 

among their peers. 

Educators whose students are engaged in Free the Children report: 
 



In 2011, Mission Measurement conducted a survey of  Free the  

Children alumni to assess lasting impacts. The survey found that: 

90% 
now believe they are responsible for 

addressing social justice issues. 
68% 

gained a clear sense of their 

aspirations and life’s intentions. 

80% 
volunteered >150 hours the previous 

year. 
79% 

of those of voting age voted in the 

most recent national election—

double the rate of their peers. 



       There’s more joy in a classroom if…. 

• Children feel that you (the teacher) genuinely cares about them. 

• Children feel you believe in them, have confidence in them, and 

expect them to succeed 

• Children believe in themselves, feel they are capable and can 

succeed. 

• Children feel they have a say.  They feel they have at least a little 

autonomy to exercise choice. 

• Children are nice to one another and do nice things for one 

another. 

• All children feel included. 

• The learning is active and hands on. 

• They are working on something they care about and that has 

meaning for them. 

• They can progress at their own rate and trust you will not 

embarrass them. 

• Children are helped to notice things they can be grateful for 

everyday. 

 



“History is not only of  cruelty, but also of  compassion, 

sacrifice, courage, and kindness.  What we choose to 

emphasize in this complex history will determine our 

lives. …If  we remember those times and places -- and 

there are so many -- where people have behaved 

magnificently, this gives us the energy to act... 

 And if  we do act, in however small a way, we don’t have to 

wait for some grand utopian future. The future is an 

infinite succession of  presents, and to live now as we 

think human beings should live, in defiance of  all that is 

bad around us, is itself  a marvelous victory.”   

“I wanted students to leave my classes not just better 

informed, but more prepared to relinquish the 

safety of  silence, more prepared to speak up, to act 

against injustice wherever they saw it."   

-- Historian, Howard Zinn  



If  a child’s emotional, social, 

or physical needs are unmet, 

those unmet needs will work 

against that child showing as 

good EFs as he or she could 

and thus doing as well in 

school as he or she could. 



  What nourishes the human 

spirit may also be best for 

Executive Functions.   

Perhaps we can learn something 

from the traditional practices of  

people across many cultures & 

1,000’s of  years.   



thanks so much for 
your attention 

Namaste  



 My thanks to the NIH (NIMH, NICHD,  
 & NIDA), which has continuously funded 
our work since 1986, & to the Spencer Fdn,  
CFI, & IES for recent support our work 
- and especially to all the members of my lab. 



Leveraging what we've Learned  

from Brain Research  

to Help Every Child Succeed 

 

 

Adele Diamond, PhD, FRSC  

Canada Research Chair Professor of   

Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience 

University of  British Columbia (UBC) 

 adele.diamond@ubc.ca  

 



Hypothesis gaining support: 

THE ARTS, PLAY, and 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY may be 

CRITICAL for achieving the 

outcomes we all want for our 

children. 



Children learn what they live 

    c) They see what gets  

         rewarded. 

    They see what their  

         community values. 
  



Children see who people look 

up to.  They see who gets 

praised and held up as role 

models.   

If  we want children to grow up 

to be compassionate and civic-

minded, they need to see 

concretely that that is valued.     



We give awards for the Best Scholar and the 

Best Athlete, but too rarely for the Most 

Selfless Student.   

They see teachers getting evaluated by the 

academic test scores of  their students, not by 

the humanity or kindness of  their students.   

We need to regularly recognize students for 

doing good deeds, for taking the initiative to 

help at a local or global level.  We need to 

regularly recognize school personnel  



(all  school personnel, including the janitor, 

cook, librarian, etc.) for best personifying 

the human values we hope our students 

will adopt.   

It is not that one should do the right thing 

in order  to get a reward, or that every 

good deed should get rewarded, but 

students should see very concretely that it 

is at least as important to be a good 

person as it is to be bright or athletic. 



“The act teaches us the   

meaning of  the act.” 

-Rabbi Abraham Heschel 



The Dalai Lama has said: 

If  you want others to be happy, 

practice compassion.   

 

 

If  you want to be happy, 

practice compassion. 

         
   

  

? 

makes perfect sense, even to a child 

huh? 



For children to understand the 

deep truth of: 

“if  you want to be happy, 

practice compassion”  

they need to practice 

compassion and experience for 

themselves the joy it brings them 

 



 

The way to produce compassionate 

students is to have them practice 

compassion day in and day out, 

throughout every day.  

If  students act as if  they are good, 

they will become good. 

 



         Simple Acts of  Kindness EVERY Day 

            (Joy YOU get when you bring a smile   

                    to someone else’s face) 

can be very simple and small acts 

 say ‘thank you’  - perhaps to the person who  

   hands you your school lunch or the bus driver 

 hold the door for someone 

 compliment someone: “great smile”; “I like your shirt” 

 offer your seat to an older person 

 help someone carry a heavy load 

 let someone else play with the toy you wanted 

 comfort someone who’s upset 

 ask someone sitting on the sidelines to join in your game 

   



To learn something new, we need 

prefrontal cortex.   

But after something is no longer 

new, persons who perform best 

recruit prefrontal cortex least.   

Prefrontal cortex  

(what I specialize in)  

is over-rated.  

Prefrontal 

Cortex 



 The Importance of   

    …Action for Learning 

    …Learn through Doing  



a Chinese proverb:  

       I hear, and I forget.   

       I see, and I remember.   

       I do, and I understand. 
   



     The Importance of   

     Repeated Practice  



“We are what we repeatedly do.  

Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.  

 

We don’t act rightly because we have virtue 

or excellence, but we rather have these 

because we have acted rightly; these 

virtues are formed in a person by doing the 

actions;  

we are what we repeatedly do.” 

 
Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea, 4th century BC  



When one door closes, another 

door opens; 

but we often look so long and so 

regretfully upon the closed door,  

that we do not see the ones which 

open for us. 
 

          - Alexander Graham Bell  

An example of  poor  

cognitive flexibility: 



 "When I went to school, they 

asked me what I wanted to 

be when I grew up.  

I wrote down ‘happy.’  

They told me I didn’t 

understand the assignment, 

and I told them  

they didn’t understand life."  

     -- John Lennon 
 


