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 Today we start our discussion on middle adulthood — middle childhood.  Again, 

looking at that stage of children’s — you know, between kindergarten and roughly the 

sixth grade or as we often refer to as the elementary school years. 

 Middle childhood tends to get less attention and probably unfortunately we 

probably don’t give it near the attention that we do both to the early years — again, the 

first five years of life — and then also adolescence tends to get a lot of attention, both in 

terms of interest and also in terms of research, so I think some of that’s changing.  Can 

you think of any reason why middle childhood would tend to get less attention than 

either one of those two other stages of childhood?  Although adolescence we often refer 

to more as youth than children. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 I think one of the things — and I think you’re right.  She commented that there’s 

not that much change.  Actually, I think there probably is equally as much change in 

some ways, but the change is not as drastic.  I think what happens is over that six-year 

period of time, that there is constant change but the change tends to be more subtle 

and it tends to be more even.  And so there’s no drastic changes that draw a lot of 

attention to this particular period. 

 But I would suggest that some of the changes, some of the things that happen 

during this six-year period of time, is very critical to the child’s development and clearly 

lays the foundation for the adolescent years.  And again, how this child navigates this 

stage and how they deal with some of the developmental tasks that we’re gonna talk 

about will have a lot to do with how successful they will be as adolescents and, in turn, 
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can have a tremendous impact even on their adulthood.  And we’ll try to illustrate some 

of that as we move through our discussion. 

 Where we want to begin is to take a look at what we refer to as developmental 

tasks.  We’ll be looking at developmental tasks for every stage from here on out, very 

clearly defining some of those.  And as I mentioned the other day, developmental tasks 

are simply those things that the individual needs to accomplish, learn how to do in their 

lives.  And again, these are gonna be critical kinds of tasks — again, laying the 

foundation in preparation for again negotiating the challenges of the next stage to come.  

And here, I think, is where we see some of what’s really important about middle 

childhood. 

 The first one is developing basic academic skills.  Again, it is the stage in which 

the child begins to go to school, but I think it’s such a critical period of time in terms of 

academic work, you know.  Because it is the period when kids learn the basic academic 

skills: reading, writing, and math.  And we talk a lot in adolescence about children who 

drop out of school.  Typically, when a child drops out of school, someplace in the early, 

middle stages of high school, I’m really convinced — and again, this is my own personal 

belief and my own bias — is that the foundation of whether a child is gonna drop out of 

school or not is really laid in the elementary school years.  I think those children again 

who learn and acquire those basic academic skills, who have positive experiences with 

school, who feel a certain sense of success when it comes to school, and have at least 

some degree of enjoyment of school are less likely to drop out of school than those kids 

who for whatever reason get behind early on, don’t acquire those basic skills, 
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particularly reading. 

 I’ve done a lot of volunteer work in the elementary school classes as my child 

has moved through and a lot of my time is spent reading to children.  And I’ve watched 

children who have been passed from one grade to the next grade, who simply didn’t 

master reading at that previous stage as well as some of the other basic skills.  What I 

find is that at some point kids get so far behind that it’s almost impossible for them to 

catch up.  What tends to happen is they begin to feel kind of self-defeated.  They begin 

to internalize that they’re not able to, you know, in a sense compete with the other kids, 

and one of the ways for them to cope is to quit trying, is to kind of give up.  My son will 

constantly talk about so-and-so in his class who never does anything.  Never turns in a 

homework assignment, you know.  Comes to school but does none of the work, you 

know, and yet somehow still manages to be passed on to the next grade. 

 But the problem is if we don’t acquire those basic skills early on, it’s gonna be 

very difficult when we hit again the junior high and then more importantly the high 

school years, you know.  And even if we manage to make it through that, are we gonna 

have the kind of preparation it’s gonna take, particularly if our desire is to go on into 

advanced education beyond, you know, high school.  So again, it’s critical, I think, the 

experiences they have during this stage of life and indeed they do gain those basic 

academic skills.  And again, we know that that impacts not only their life now but will 

have a big impact, you know, on their adult future as well. 

 Second developmental task, building a positive self-concept.  And building 

probably is not the correct term as much as the hope is that they enter this stage with a 
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fairly positive self-concept.  So again, I think it’s building on hopefully a healthy self-

concept and making that stronger.  And again, a lot of their early experiences — and 

we’ll talk about that a little bit later on in our discussion — will determine again whether 

they come out of this stage again with a really healthy self-concept.  Because I think 

that’s really critical when they begin again to deal with the very dramatic changes and 

challenges that are experienced during the adolescent years.  And children who have 

very negative self-images, I think those challenges are even greater and more difficult to 

negotiate when they hit those adolescent years.  And so again, having a very positive 

self-concept to the end of this stage is very important. 

 Thirdly, adopting an appropriate gender role.  Again, even prior to the middle 

childhood years, the child is already beginning to develop gender identity.  But most of 

those are more physical characteristics, you know, as they begin to move through this 

six-year period of time.  They begin to acquire an understanding of society, their 

parents, peers’ belief about the roles that are exhibited as a result of what my gender is, 

i.e., male or female, and begin to take on those characteristics of masculinity, femininity, 

again depending upon what my gender is.  And as I begin to interact with my peers, you 

know, as I have more other social influence in my life, defining my gender becomes 

broader. 

 But clearly this started prior to middle childhood in terms of getting along with 

peers, but I think it takes on kind of a different twist during the elementary school years.  

Can you think of anything that’s different about interacting with peers during the 

elementary school years than my interaction with peers in the preschool years?  And 
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why this being able to get along with them maybe takes on new meaning?  One 

fundamental difference in terms of time spent with peers.  Any thoughts about what’s 

uniquely different?  Most of the time when I was — prior to middle childhood, preschool 

years and before, most of my interactions with peers was monitored by who?  Teachers 

or parents.  There usually was some other adult in pretty close proximity.  What about a 

lot of the time that I spend with peers at this stage of life?  And particularly as I get older 

in this stage? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

More independent, more self-functioning, and less supervision.  So it’s not uncommon 

to spend a significant amount of time with peers without necessarily an adult being in 

real close proximity unlike the earlier years. And so learning to get along with peers 

becomes more your responsibility and your skills again then being controlled by or 

influenced by the adults in my life. 

 Another developmental task is becoming more personally independent.  Again, 

we’ve talked a couple of times about the progression and again the ultimate goal as we 

move into young adulthood is to be an independent individual.  And so these six years 

become critical in the sense of becoming more and more personally responsible for 

taking care of my life. 

 Can you think of areas where the elementary school child begins to exert more 

personal independence and becomes even more so as they move through this stage?  

Obviously less so at kindergarten.  By the time they’re in sixth grade would be even 

more the case.  What are some things that the child is taking responsibility for in 
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demonstrating that personal independence? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Exactly.  And again, you know, getting ready.  Getting themselves ready in the morning 

in terms of taking care of their bath, you know.  And again, you know, by the time they 

get so far in the upper elementary school grades, literally again at that point picking out 

their own clothes, getting dressed.  You know, one of the things that’s happening in the 

last couple of years with my son, you know, has been taking more and more 

responsibility for getting ready for school that day in terms of making sure that he has 

his homework for that day.  He gets his own lunch ready, you know, and packs his own 

lunch.  And so again, taking much more responsibility.  He’s much more responsible in 

the later elementary school years and again, it’s that progression, you know, of making 

sure that he knows what assignments are, writing down those assignments, and taking 

responsibility to make sure the assignments are not only done but that they make it 

back to school the next day. 

 When you’re in kindergarten, teachers control that to a great extent and have 

mechanisms built in, you know, where parents can help with that.  But there are a lot 

more factors that are influencing making sure those things happen.  As they move 

through that stage, they gain more and more control over those kinds of things.  They 

may be taking more personal responsibility in terms of at home — you know, in terms of 

responsibility for their own room and their own things.  So again, becoming more and 

more personally independent, making more and more of their own choices and 

decisions.  Something as simple as about what they want to eat, you know, and the 
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kinds of foods that they want. 

 Developing values, a sense of morality and a conscience become again another 

important developmental task.  Again, it doesn’t mean that the process hasn’t begun 

prior to this stage, but most behavior really in the early stages tends to be more 

influenced by consequences that again are imposed on children by the adults in their 

lives.  And a lot of their moral judgments, you know, and decisions are more based on 

what I should do in response to avoiding certain consequences than really at that age 

having internalized a sense of right and wrong.  As they begin to move through this 

stage, they really begin to internalize and have to make some choices and decisions 

about what I should do, shouldn’t do, and have considerably more outside influences 

and pressures in making those decisions. 

 And it’s a very difficult stage, I think, and an internal battle between knowing what 

is right and what is expected, and then also that peer pressure of fitting in or accepting.  

I remember one particular situation where Matthew was with a group of boys — again, 

middle elementary school years.  They were in the bathroom and not uncommon, kids 

begin to do some inappropriate things in the bathroom in terms of some things being 

spilled on the floor, some stuff being put down the toilet, you know, and his real internal 

battle of knowing that that wasn’t acceptable and whether he was to engage in that 

behavior.  Do you just watch the behavior and do you tell somebody, you know.  And it’s 

at that point when you have to start making those tough decisions and knowing that 

whatever you do will impact how other adults may react or respond but also dealing with 

how your peers respond to the choices and decisions that you’ve made.  And, most 
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importantly, how you feel about the choices and how you can have some real conflicting 

emotions. 

 But constantly they’re confronted with making choices and decisions, and many 

decisions that determine a sense of right and wrong.  And, clearly, the feelings of what 

happens when I know I’ve made a wrong decision and whether I feel bad about that or 

whether I don’t, and what are the factors that influence that beginning to develop that 

sense of conscience and feeling a sense of shame and guilt at the times when I’ve 

made bad choices and decisions.  Real important at this stage because the issues 

become even greater.  The pressure become even greater, I think, when they hit those 

adolescent years. 

 Learning skills necessary for physical games.  And again, we’re gonna talk more 

about this one a little bit later on because we’re gonna spend some time talking about 

the nature of games, differences of games and play for males and females, when we 

talk about social development.  So we’ll wait on this one.  But clearly, games and 

physical games become more and more important in the life of the middle childhood 

child and learning the skills necessary to be successful at those games becomes more 

and more important.  So being successful at those games.  The role of rules become 

more important.  And as we talk about emotional development a little bit later on, my 

ability to master those games and feel competent in those games has a lot to do again 

with my self-concept. 

 And finally, developing and understanding — or an increasing understanding of 

both myself and the world.  And again, part of this is gonna be related to changing 
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cognitive abilities.  A lot of it is related to new experiences.  Again, simply the exposure 

to school and the knowledge about the world, as that increases as a result of those 

school experiences.  Family vacations and trips take on a different kind of meaning as I 

begin to experience different places and things and understanding what they mean.  

Very different than what it would be, you know, for a preschooler. 

 I remember several years ago — Matthew would’ve probably been third, fourth 

grade probably — we took a trip to Boston.  We went to Plymouth Rock and early sites, 

you know, and it was real interesting because they were studying that in school.  Now, if 

he would’ve been a preschooler, that particular visit would’ve been more of a 

playground kind of place than really learning or understanding history.  But he could 

relate the experience of actually being there.  And we took a bunch of slides and he was 

able to come back and do a slide-show for his class, and it tied in directly to what they’d 

been talking about in class.  And it took on a whole different meaning to him in terms of 

understanding the world, understanding history.  And so many of the trips that we’ve 

taken while he’s been in elementary school have been more than just fun and 

enjoyable, but learning experiences as well.  And the world gets bigger, you know, as a 

result of school experiences as well as other opportunities that they’re engaged in as 

their world literally begins to expand. 

 And at the same time they’re learning more about themselves.  They’re learning 

about what they like, what they don’t like, what they think about things, what they 

believe about things as they have these new expanding experiences.  And so again, 

real important in terms of developmental tasks.  Because that will only continue to be 
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the case as they move to the next stage. 

 There are three kind of outward pushes that take place during this stage and 

they’re fairly significant.  The first one we’ve already made somewhat reference to.  

There is the movement of the child out of the home and into the peer group.  And clearly 

what we’ll find — and we’ll talk more about this.  In your reading, you’ll do more reading, 

particularly in terms of changes that take place in terms of the child and parent 

relationship.  But they change.  They’re being renegotiated and will continue to be 

renegotiated as well as in adolescence.   

 But there clearly is this movement, you know, where so much more of the 

activities, things that were done, tended to center around the family, family 

relationships, and now as the child enters school, one is the child spends a significant 

— a greater amount of time out of the home.  A major portion of the day is spent in 

school.  Most of that time in school, apart from the teacher, is spent with who?  Peers.  

Interacting in that school setting with peers, you know.  And so recess time become 

significant, times at lunch are significant in interacting with peers.  And so a lot of time 

spent in school interacting with peers, and then an increasing amount of time outside of 

school begins to center around again time spent with peers and less time spent with 

parents and even siblings.  Again, it doesn’t mean those relationships aren’t vitally 

important.  They clearly are and will continue to be important.  But the time shifts, you 

know. And part of it again, as I already mentioned, is there’s considerably less 

supervision of parents and parents being present in those interactions. 

 And that only increases from the time they’re in kindergarten.  By the time they’re 
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in fifth and sixth grade, they’re spending a tremendous amount of time with peers.  

Again, adults are present, but they’re not in direct supervision in most of the cases.  And 

so kids are learning how to interact with their friends.  You know, how to make 

decisions.  And that may seem overly simplistic or easy.  But, you know, you get a 

couple of elementary school kids together and they’re getting together after school at 

one of their houses, which is a common activity, or playing in the neighborhood.  I think 

more and more today it tends to happen at one another’s houses.  And they have to 

decide something as simple as what?  And it would seem to us to be relatively simple.  

But if you’ve ever just sat back and listen to them trying to negotiate it, it’s not so easy 

sometimes. 

 Be an elementary school child.  You’ve got your best friend over to your house 

after school.  What’re they gonna do?  And I know that seems overly simplistic.  But, 

you know, one of the things that my son really loves to do with his friends is two things.  

One is outside playing basketball or baseball or whatever sport it may be, or playing 

video games.  And it’s interesting to listen to them negotiate something as simple as 

what video game they’re gonna play. 

 And so let’s say they’re gonna play football.  And you would think that would be 

the easiest decision.  They’d now decide to play football.  Now, what do the two of them 

now have to decide?  You’ve gotta be an elementary school child.  This is significant.  

It’s very significant, particularly if you’re a boy.  Who’s gonna do what.  Who’s gonna get 

the ball — but even before that.  This is the big one.  Any guesses?  What team you 

are, you know.  It’s really important.  And again, it’s amazing if you get two kids whose 
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favorite team is the same team, you know.  Because now as the video games become 

more sophisticated, you know, not only do you pick your team.  You pick your players, 

you know.  And do we play each other, you know.  And if I get to be the — you know, if 

we’re playing football, you know, and I get to be the New England Patriots, then who are 

you going to be.  And they’re decisions that they have to work out and negotiate.  And 

it’s funny to watch them try to make those kinds of decisions. 

 Or if they’re playing the same — you know, who plays what?  You know, those 

kinds of things.  And so again, they’re learning those social skills and making decisions, 

and in some cases resolving differences or differences of opinion.  “I don’t want to play 

that” or “I do want to play that,” and again working through those differences.  And those 

relationships — and we’ll talk more about this later on.  Those friendships become more 

and more important in the life of the child.  And again, they’re spending more and more 

time. 

 And I don’t know if you remember, but one of the most significant events in an 

elementary school life is the first sleep-over.  You know, that first night away from home 

on your own.  Somebody else’s home or in some other setting.  And a lot of kids have 

trouble making that transition, you know.  For my son, you know, as he’s gotten older, 

you know — which is understandable, you know.  It’s real important for him and when 

we go down to the lake or we’re doing something, he really wants to bring a friend.  And 

I really understand that.  The bottom line is he enjoys time with us and we still have a lot 

of time together, but it’s not the same time — it’s not the same experience as it is with 

his friends and the things that they like doing.  And he has so much more fun doing the 
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things he enjoys doing -- because he’s an only child so he’s spent most of his life 

playing alone a lot of the time -- to be able to share that with a friend.  Much more 

enjoyable.  You know, again, that peer group, that moving into the peer group, very 

significant outward push. 

 There’s a physical movement into the world of games and work.  And again, like I 

said, we’re going to talk more about games later on and the significance of games.  

Work may seem a little bit strange.  What is the world of work for the elementary school 

child?  Chores.  And particularly in those households where that becomes an important 

part of their responsibility.  And then what’s the other?  School.  Yeah.  And it tends to 

be as children move up through the elementary school grades, the amount of homework 

begins to increase and intensify. 

 My son has math homework virtually every single night and then typically he’ll 

have something in one of the other courses.  And there’s no question in his mind that, 

you know — and he enjoys school.  But homework is what?  It’s work, you know.  And 

even though he likes school, it’s still work.  And if he had a choice and didn’t have to do 

it, would he just on his own choose to do it?  Not a chance in the world.  It is work.  And 

school is work.  And you know that as you again move through the move up, you know.  

In the level of the challenge of the work, it’s work.  And even if you’re someone who 

enjoys school and loves the pursuit of learning, it still doesn’t take away the fact that it’s 

still a lot of work.  And particularly to be successful at it takes a lot of effort.  So there’s 

the physical movement into the world of games and work. 

 And then finally — and we’ll talk more about this a little bit later on — there is the 
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mental movement into the world of adult concepts, logic and communication.  When we 

talked about cognitive development again during the early years, you know, we talked 

about preoperational thought.  Before logic or at least before adult concepts, before 

adult reasoning, before adult understanding again of concepts of terms, of symbolism, 

these things are acquired during this stage.  And so clearly there is a gradual 

progression to children thinking, understanding, seeing the world and how the world 

works much more like adults.  And that clearly is a transition.  That is a movement again 

from that preoperational thinking again to more adult thinking. 

 And again, when we get to cognitive development, we’ll begin to identify some of 

the things that are changing and why some of those changes are taking place.  And 

again, a lot of that is simply due, as we’ve already said in Piaget’s theory.  New 

experiences, changes in brain development and integrating those two together results 

again in this movement or this transformation. 

 So three outward pushes.  Out of the home into the peer group, a physical 

movement into the world of games and work, and a mental movement into the world of 

adult concepts. 

 All right.  What we want to do — and again, like what we have done and probably 

somewhat more generally is to begin to take a look at the developmental domains 

during the middle childhood years.  And so we want to begin with physical development 

and then depending on how far we get today, we’ll then move on and take a look at 

cognitive development. 

 Again, what I’ve done is simply really tried to highlight an overview, the general 
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kinds of concepts that are probably important to understand what’s happening during 

this stage.  What we find is growth rate is slow and consistent.  Again, compared to the 

earlier years it does slow down a little bit.  Again, we did see a slowing during the 

preschool years.  But again, when we look at it over this 6-year period of time, what we 

do find again is fairly consistent patterns.  Again, you don’t need to know the numbers.  

The child typically on average will gain somewhere around two to three inches, 

somewhere between four and six pounds per year.  And it’ll be pretty consistent, year 

after year after year. 

 And it’ll be fairly consistent to some extent for males and for females until the 

growth spurt.  And one of the things that we’re finding more and more is that children 

are hitting puberty earlier and earlier and earlier, particularly for females.  And again, 

we’ll talk about this when we talk about puberty and adolescence, though it probably 

isn’t gonna be long before we’re talking about puberty as a part of middle childhood 

because it is getting earlier and earlier.  And again, it’s not uncommon — you know, 

particularly for females — for some females to actually begin to go through some of the 

physical changes of puberty as early as eight or nine years of age.  Again, that’s clearly 

not the norm or the majority, but it is occurring earlier.  And again, females tend to begin 

to experience those changes and some of the physical growth changes about two years 

earlier than males.  So again, it’s not uncommon for that to happen for some females in 

fifth or sixth grade when we used to tend to see that more characteristic of those early 

junior high years.  And so that’s pushing that up.   But until that growth spurt, we tend to 

see fairly even, fairly consistent, and a rather slow rate of growth. 
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 Like what we saw in terms of again, the preschool years, body fat continues to 

decline and muscle mass and strength continues to increase and so kids are continuing 

at this age to become stronger.  Likewise, they are changing in body proportions that 

are taking place — again, if you’re around elementary school children much, you begin 

to see some of this.  Trunks and legs grow faster than any other parts of the body.  And 

so what we begin to see in many cases is again that child looking taller and slimmer. 

 And again, you’ll see some variations depending upon activity level, you know, in 

a given year in some cases for some kids.  I see that in my own child.  He’s got a — not 

an injured ankle, but an ankle that’s giving him some difficulty and he’s been restricted 

from physical activity, sports activities, which is pretty much what he does most of the 

time.  And you can begin to see his shape kind of change a little bit.  And once he starts 

to play ball again, then he slims, you know, right back down.  But, you know, he does 

tend to be fairly tall and slim and most of his friends are as well.  And so again, trunk 

and legs grow faster than any other parts of the body. 

 Again, as a result of the growth rate slowing, children need fewer calories during 

this period of time.  However, somewhat different than the earlier years when kids tend 

to have a more internal mechanism for controlling amounts, here’s the situation where 

again growth rate is slowed down.  The need for calories is less but kids at this age 

group tend to have pretty healthy appetites.  The difference is that if kids are given more 

food during this stage, they are likely to eat more food and will often eat more food or 

consume more calories than what they really need. 

 And again, it becomes real important for adults in the child’s life to really begin to 
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do some monitoring of portion sizes.  Because again, kids will — and I know from my 

son growing up as a child, you know, I’m sure that I consumed a lot larger portions than 

probably what I really needed.  And again, as I mentioned earlier, you know, I was kind 

of taught, you know, that you complete everything that’s on your plate.  My sense is that 

some of those portions were probably a lot larger than what they needed to be.  And 

what the assumption is is that the child’s getting older, and so the child getting older 

means they should need to eat more.  And that’s not necessarily the case — again, 

because we’ve got that slowed growth. 

 One of the more alarming changes that have taken place — again, particularly 

during the middle childhood years — is that children in the ‘90s exercised less and were 

less physically fit than children 20 years ago.  And again, they clearly are variations and 

regional variations to this.  Can you think of some things that have contributed to this?  I 

think there are two or three really significant changes. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Exactly.  One of the things that really has contributed to the change in exercise is the 

amount of TV and video.  And again, when I was an elementary kid growing up — and I 

know this dates me terribly, you know — is there wasn’t video games, you know.  And 

literally, when I was an elementary school kid growing up, what was on TV?  In terms of 

options?  Some of you are afraid to say because it would be a reflection of my age.  

“Brady Bunch.”  But, you know, apart from the particular shows that were on with the 

exception of Saturday morning cartoons — you know, we had a very limited number of 

channels.  I was listening to the radio coming in and the advertisement, you know.  Now 
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we have, you know, all the competition over disk versus cable TV, you know, and you 

can get 120 channels.  We were basically looking at somewhere between three and five 

channels.  And so the options just weren’t that great.  And so, you know, when you 

came home and you turned the TV on, there really wasn’t much to watch and so you 

found other things to do. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 There was no MTV in my day or anything remotely close to it. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 So were you glued to the tube?  It really has changed and there are a lot of 

people still glued to MTV and all the other variations of it.  But, you know, clearly the 

increasing opportunities for video games — computers, you know.  Again, there wasn’t 

access, you know, to VCRs at the time when I was growing up as an elementary school 

kid.  So where you have your own library of video — I mean, not video games, but 

videos to watch.  And so an increasing number of kids when they come home from 

school spend a large amount of time not in physical exercise or physical activity, but 

again glued to some monitor of some type. 

 What else?  Because I think there are several other things that are contributing to 

these changes.  Yes? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Very definitely.  I mean, society has changed so dramatically.  And as a parent, I 

know that to be true.  Parents are much more concerned about kids’ safety.  Literally.  

And I mentioned this the other day.  When I was an elementary school kid, I lived 
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across the street from the school.  And at that time — and again, there was still danger, 

but it was really rare.  No one ever thought about a young elementary school child — 

and I’m sure it happened, but it happened so infrequently that there was not the concern 

that an elementary school child was gonna get kidnaped, much less, you know, 

something really dramatic happening to them.  And so there wasn’t that concern. 

 And so when you’re in those middle elementary school years, as I said before, 

we ran the neighborhood.  Nobody thought anything about you being several blocks 

away or playing with your friends up the street at one of the ball fields or over at the 

school.  You know, nobody thought anything about it.  And I know as a parent today, 

particularly during the early elementary school years, I — you know, you just never 

knew anymore who might be where in your community.  We live in a very safe 

community, much less if you lived in a larger city.  You just don’t take those risks.  And 

so kids are more inclined or encouraged to stay in than to go out.  And again, the 

tendency is when they’re outside to really closely monitor that.  And again, regardless of 

where you life.  Like I said, I live in a relatively safe neighborhood, you know, but you 

never know who’s gonna drive by.  And so you watch that more closely which tends to 

— you feel more secure when kids are inside ‘cause you don’t have to monitor in the 

same kind of way, and so we tend too often not to encourage in the same way if we 

don’t have time to be available to kind of monitor outdoor activities.  Unfortunately.  And 

I think that’s become more and more — and maybe we’ve become too concerned.  But 

if you’re ever one of those parents who’ve experienced the nightmare, you know, then 

again you would never want to second guess that.   
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 And you’re exactly right.  It may not necessarily contribute exactly to the exercise 

component, but it clearly — it is a part of the healthy lifestyle aspect, you know, of again 

eating and the impact that it has where we’re much more inclined to either eat 

continually, eat on the run.  Less and less inclined for families to sit down at a meal 

together.  And again with that, to do a lot more, particularly in our generation today, to 

do a lot more fast-food eating out meals, you know.  And some of it becomes 

circumstantial. 

 My son has a physical therapy appointment today at 4:00 o’clock.  He has to be 

back someplace else at 6:00 o’clock.  And all of a sudden you find out there’s no time in 

there, you know, to plan and prepare a meal.  All of a sudden it becomes easier to eat 

out.  And if you have a short amount of time, fast-food becomes the option.  I mean, I 

knew one family that they ate out virtually every single meal.  They didn’t even do a 

Thanksgiving meal together.  I mean, she literally — the wife didn’t cook, you know.  

They both worked and they ate out, and most of what they ate out was all fast-food.  

They alternated between McDonald’s, Kentucky Fried, pizza, Taco Bell, and that’s what 

— and that was not just one meal.  That was most of the meals.  And so it clearly has 

an impact on what’s happening. 

 Can you think of — there are a couple of other things that are impacting, I think, 

the level of exercise.  And clearly, you’ve hit two or three of the more important ones. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Again, some of it is simply the role models that they have.  And again, I think 

adult lives have become so consumed with balancing so many things in their lives that 
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adults really struggle to develop any kind of routine or pattern toward exercise that 

would indicate or convey the importance of doing it.  Like you said, if I’m a child 

watching my parents who never exercise or do anything physical, then why would I feel 

any real motivation, you know, to do that? 

 And there’s one other major area of their life that has been changing 

dramatically.  Where did we used to have physical exercise influenced?  In the schools.  

What’s been happening there?  Budget cuts and what else in terms of school 

curriculum?  Taking out PE classes.  More focused on — again, there’s been so much 

concern that kids aren’t getting the foundation in those core areas — again, reading, 

math, science — you know, in those areas -- and so we have intensified those parts of 

the curriculum.  And in order to make room for those increases, we then have said and 

diminished the importance of physical exercise.  Even in terms of reducing — and we 

used to say, you know, that, quote, what we referred to as “recess.”  We’ve even cut out 

recess, you know.  Recess was one of the places where kids, one, had an opportunity 

to interact with their peers.  It was a break from the academic routine and it was one of 

the places where many kids got physical activity, you know.  And then we reduced that.  

PE programs have changed. 

 I remember as a kid growing up — again, that would’ve been in elementary 

school during the Kennedy era, you know — and I can’t remember now what it was 

called.  We used to do the physical fitness tests where you had to do so many pull-ups, 

sit-ups, and all those kinds of things, and then you kind of got on like the President’s 

honor roll for physical fitness.  In a lot of schools no one even knows what that is 
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anymore and there’s not that same kind of emphasis.  And so again, there’s a lot of 

those changes that have taken place.  Bottom line, you know, kids exercise less. 

 The result — and again, we’ve already really summarized this — obesity has 

become the most common healthy problem.  One of the things that we know — again, 

things that we’ve already talked about — but we clearly know that, again, particularly at 

this age, children who tend to be overweight — again, not getting physical exercise, not 

eating in healthy ways — are more likely to carry those same patterns and have a 

greater risk of being overweight as an adult.  We’re gonna talk about some of these 

issues in adulthood later on down the road.   

 It’s amazing.  Almost monthly new studies and new articles talk about how it’s 

becoming an increasing issue and now it’s becoming an increasing issue that even — I 

read an article in the paper the other day — and I’ll talk more in specifics later — that 

even for adults who made it through young adulthood and middle childhood relatively in 

good shape still had a risk of possibly being overweight in later adulthood.  You know, 

we tend to think if we made it through a certain point, you know, it was no longer a risk 

factor and now we’re finding it can be a risk factor at almost any stage of life.  And so 

clearly for a lot of reasons we’ve already talked about, obesity clearly has become the 

most common health problem.  And I do think as a society — I think now we have 

become at least aware of that and are more concerned about it.  The question is, will we 

make — not only within society but within families, will we make the changes necessary 

to begin to shift some of the trends that we’re seeing. 

 Now, interesting.  You would think — and this is kind of the paradox.  We are 
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seeing an increasing number of children participating in sporting activities.  Now, that 

would seem to be a contradiction, but it’s not.  Anybody think about why it’s not a 

contradiction? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They do enjoy those activities so we do see an increase.  Who are the kids most likely 

to participate in those sporting activities?  Ones that are good at it which tend to be the 

ones that are already physically active.  And so we have seen an increasing — but part 

of the problem is we may not be getting enough of an increase in those sporting 

activities of the kids who might most benefit from that increased activity.  So the ones 

who for whatever reasons were already physically active, had the opportunity from a 

very early age to participate, continue to and more and more are.  But we may be only 

hitting the kids who are already exhibiting fairly healthy lifestyles to begin with. 

 Looking real quickly at motor development.  Really what we’re seeing — and 

again, as we said from the very beginning of the semester, development is a reflection 

of change.  And so as we move from stage to stage, we’re gonna continue to see 

changes.  Clearly what we see during this stage, like with most aspects of development 

during this year, fairly progressive but not overly dramatic, fairly subtle kinds of 

changes.  And what you really — the best way to define, I think, motor development is 

really refinement, you know.  And so what we find is that kids — you know, as we’ve 

already said — get stronger.  They get faster.  They’re more coordinated.  They’re more 

agile.  And so by this point they’ve already mastered the skills of running, jumping, 

hopping to some extent, and now what we’re doing is really refining those skills. 
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 As a result — and we mentioned this a little bit in terms of preschool years, but it 

clearly becomes more characteristic of the elementary school children — is children at 

this stage may overestimate their physical ability.  Again, as they’re refining those 

abilities and as they are becoming more fully developed — again, particularly in terms of 

speed, strength, coordination, and balance — then what they’re capable of doing or 

what they believe they’re capable of doing may actually exceed their level of ability. 

 Again, I don’t know if you can think of — when you were in elementary school as 

a child, can you think of some things that to some extent there was a certain risk 

involved though you may not have thought about it at the time?  Activities involving 

motor skills.  Monkey bars.  In terms of not only how high you can climb but what you 

might do on the monkey bars.  And if you think about it — you know, I’m hanging up 

with my legs over — you know, several feet above the ground and I’m in control, and all 

of a sudden realize what happens if I come undone, you know.  Head first into the 

ground.  See if anyone comes up with one of the things that I loved to do. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

That was it.  Jumping out of swings, you know.  Swings have been around forever, you 

know.  And I remember as an elementary school kid, you know, that challenge to see 

how high you could swing and how brave were you to get how high you could and then 

jump out, and how high was too high, you know.  Because you could get really high.  

And did you ever think — you’d get really high and think, “Mmm, I don’t think so.  Not 

this one.”  So you come back a little bit and at some point you bail.  And have you ever 

done the contest with your peers, you know, to see who can get -- now, that’s where it 
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really gets risky, particularly if you’re a male because status is real important to males.  

So you’ve gotta beat your friend, you know.  And that’s when you begin to push it a little 

bit too much. 

 Now, I don’t know if anyone ever had this experience with the swings, but have 

you ever swung so high when you wondered what it would be like to see if you could go 

all the way around the top?  Yeah.  I always thought it would be neat to see if I could get 

all the way around.  Because again, what you’ve gotta remember is you kind of take 

risks and sometimes you lack not only ability but cognitive ability to think about the 

consequences of things that you’ve not yet experienced.  It’s to realize that when you 

get to a certain point, you’re in real trouble unless you’ve got enough speed to really go 

over without falling out.  A real danger. 

 Real quickly, can you think of some other examples of where — where kids, 

particularly today, elementary school kids, may push the limits a little bit?  And I see it 

just walking around our neighborhood some.  Climbing trees, you know.  We’ve got this 

humongous tree in our backyard and you look at that thing and you wonder, “Gosh, 

what would it be like to get to the very top?”  And I never did a lot of tree climbing, but 

my experience was, you know — it’s interesting.  Climbing up tends to be the easy part.  

But it’s like when you get way up there and then you look down, and you start to think, 

“Now, how the heck am I getting down, you know, from this?”  Going down didn’t seem 

quite as easy as going up. 

 And what’s interesting now is we’ve now gone from climbing trees to what?  This 

was not available when I was a kid growing up.  Still involves climbing.  Rock climbing.  
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My son’s done that on a couple of occasions and really enjoys it, you know.  I’m not 

sure that I’m gonna venture into rock climbing at this point.  But again, mastering rock 

climbing.  Again, the things that we’re capable of doing and the risk that we take with 

skateboards and bicycles today — you know, far different than anything that — you 

know, when I was a kid growing up riding a bike was riding a bike, you know.  It was to 

get someplace.  And the only risk was maybe how fast you rode, you know.  But nothing 

compared to figuring out what in the world we can jump.  And it’s interesting to watch 

the things that people try to jump, you know.  And then we see numerous kinds of 

shows in terms of things that people have tried to jump that maybe they shouldn’t have 

tried to jump, and some of the accidents as a result of it.  So again, one of the things 

that happens at this stage is maybe overestimating abilities and at times taking some 

unnecessary risks. 

 All right.  We’ll stop here and we’ll pick up next time. 

 

  

  


